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ONE 

Joanne 

 

I grab my tray and walk down the aisle toward the table where Zoe 

is waiting. As I pass the other tables, I catch a few people looking up 

and quickly lowering their gazes again. I smile a little, thinking about 

how my best friend is exactly on point about them. You’d think that 

after eight years, people would be used to us sitting together. 

 Officially, there are no rules about staying with your own group 

at lunchtime, but unofficially, it’s still what everyone is expected to 

do. If someone from the lower groups decided to sit at one of the 

tables claimed by a higher one, I’m sure there would be serious 

repercussions. As a Beta and a tribune’s daughter, however, I can 

pretty much go where I please.  
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Nonetheless, a Beta coming to sit with a Gamma was considered a 

pretty big scandal when we first started doing it. It had been 

sometime in the middle of grade three, shortly before Jamie’s birth. 

Before then, I had barely noticed Zoe much, except to think that she 

was a loudmouth and voiced her opinions too much, especially for a 

Gamma.  

It was recess and I was sitting next to the pine trees near the fence, 

reading a book my parents had gotten from the library for me. “It’s 

about a little girl who has just become a big sister,” Mommy had 

explained. “We thought it might help you get ready for the time 

when your brother arrives.” I remember turning the pages, 

desperately wanting to make my parents proud.  

I tried to concentrate on the words and lose myself in the story, but 

every now and then, my gaze would slide upwards to the field where 

the other children were playing ball. Every day, I wistfully watched 

them at it.  Nobody would have said anything if I came over and 

joined in, I knew that. Since I was a Beta, it shouldn’t have been a 

problem. But for someone as shy as me, it was. The prospect of 

walking over there, of opening my mouth to ask, terrified me. It 

wasn’t that I thought the others wouldn’t like me. It was the prospect 

of breaking from routine, of leaving the well-trodden path I knew so 

well. Besides, I was fairly sure that Daddy wouldn’t be happy if I 

spent my leisure time messing around with sports instead of reading. 

It wasn’t as if the other Betas didn’t play ball, they did. Even Lee 

Chung, one of the two Alphas in our year, sometimes joined in. That 

wouldn’t matter to Daddy, though. As a tribune’s daughter, he 
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expected me to be an especially well-behaved student and although 

Mommy often told him that exercise was just as important as 

studying when it came to learning and intellect, I wasn’t sure 

whether he was entirely convinced. So I ended up doing what I 

always did. I rested my back against a tree trunk and ran my finger 

back and forth across the pages, tracing the words as I was reading 

them.  

Just as I had started a new chapter, a shadow fell across my page. I 

looked up. It was Dennis O’Leary, another Beta in my year. His two 

faithful sidekicks, Paul Runyan and Ford Prewett, flanked his 

shoulders. 

“What’cha doing?” Dennis peered over the cover, trying to make 

out the words inside. 

“I’m reading.”  

I tried to ignore them, hoping that this would make Dennis and his 

friends leave and talk to someone else. I didn’t have high hopes, 

though. I’d seen enough of what Dennis and his friends were like 

when they thought no one was watching. They loved to lord it over 

others and remind people of the privileges being Betas gave them. 

Dennis snatched the book from my hands. “Hortense was excited,” 

he read out loud. “It was the first time she was allowed to take Tim out in 

the stroller all by herself.” He sniggered and right on cue, Paul and Ford 

joined in.  

I stood up and stretched my hands out for the book. “Give it back,” 

I said quietly. “Please, Dennis.” 
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“Why?”  Dennis looked completely unconcerned, but I knew it was 

an act. He was enjoying himself. I had seen him do this before when 

there was no teacher around, to some poor Gamma or Delta in the 

hallway. I hadn’t known him to be openly mean to a fellow Beta 

before, though. I should be exempt from this. 

“I’m only doing you a favor,” he continued. “You think you’re so 

smart, don’t you? Always reading, so clever and studious!” His 

friends snickered. By now, several spectators had come to watch. “No 

wonder Ms. Crane picked you for the spelling team! Your daddy 

must be so proud.” 

I stood up straighter, trying to blink back tears. There were lower 

group children watching. I couldn’t let them see my insecurity. I 

needed to stay in control. 

“It’s not my fault Ms. Crane picked me and not you.” 

“That’s what you think,” Dennis sneered. “But everyone knows 

she only chose you because of who your Dad is!” 

Paul and Ford laughed. 

“That’s not true!” 

Daddy would never misuse his position on the Council to get me 

on the team. He expected me to work hard and earn it, just like 

everyone else. 

“Sure it is. You’re too boring to be smart. You only faked your way 

in by trying to look like it with your reading act!” Dennis smirked. 

“You never do anything normal. You’ve never even played a ball 

game in your life! I can see you looking at the field, like you think 
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you’re better than us! You think you’re too good to associate with 

other people!” 

Paul and Ford were nodding in agreement and I could see a couple 

of other people in the crowd looked convinced as well. 

I bit down on my lip and stood up as straight as I could. Dennis 

shoved me backwards. I went sprawling into the sand, narrowly 

missing the tree. I heard laughter in the crowd and I tasted blood on 

my lip. I was not going to cry. 

“Of course she’s played ball before, you dumbo.” 

 I looked up. A girl with skin the color of milk coffee and dark, 

bushy hair that sprang from her head in all directions was walking 

up to Dennis, hands on her hips. I had seen her in the hallways before, 

loudly airing her opinions to her Gamma friends. I had never thought 

much of her. Daddy always said that it was idiotic of people in the 

lower groups to always act as if they knew everything. “There is a 

reason why not everyone is an Alpha or a Beta,” he tended to say. 

“You can’t talk to me like that,” Dennis snapped. “You’re only a 

Gamma!” 

“Sure I can,” the girl said. She wasn’t intimidated in the least by the 

black 𝛽 on his forehead. “You want to prove you’re a better ball 

player? I bet we could beat you right now.” 

She reached out a hand to help me up. I hesitantly took it and 

wiped the sand off my back. The dirt had left a slight stain, but 

nothing that couldn’t be cleaned. 

Dennis just glared at her. 

“What’s the matter? You scared?” 



6 
 

Dennis’ glare intensified, but there wasn’t much he could do. The 

crowd was already calling out, supporting the idea. I was surprised 

that no teachers had come over to see what was going on by now.  

“Fine.” Dennis looked from our audience to Paul and Ford. “We’ll 

play you. But you stupid idiots had better watch your backs!” 

We only had about ten more minutes of our break left, but it was 

enough for a furious game. I didn’t get to do much, only hit the ball 

once or twice and guard one of the bases, but I was happy. I was 

finally joining in, hearing people on the side of the field cheering for 

me. Applauding when our team narrowly won after Dennis’ last 

batter failed to hit the ball and Dennis stomped off in anger It felt like 

I belonged. 

On the way back inside, I walked up to the girl.  

“Why’d you help me?” I asked. “I’ve never done anything for you.” 

I was completely puzzled and also slightly ashamed. I had never 

really talked to anyone from a lower group before. Surprisingly, the 

girl didn’t seem that different from any Betas or Alphas I knew. 

However, I knew Daddy still wouldn’t be happy about me talking to 

her. I decided to ignore that for the moment. 

The girl laughed. “You just looked like you could use it.” She 

grinned at me, showing two front teeth that were halfway grown in. 

“My name’s Zoe, by the way.” I opened my mouth, but she didn’t 

give me time to answer. “You’re Joanne Delandore, right?” 

I nodded. 

“You’re a pretty good ball player. We could use someone like you 

on the team more often.” 
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I smiled. That was the first day I sat next to Zoe at lunch. 

 

“So, Jo, how’d the chemistry test go?” Zoe asks as I flop down into 

the empty seat next to her. “Did you not know the answer to some 

horribly difficult question or pass out when you realized that you 

didn’t have enough time to write down everything you knew?” She 

grins wickedly as she butters her toast. 

“No.” I glare at her. “You do know that this isn’t the type of 

‘support’ that will help me get over my test anxiety, right?” 

 “Touchy, touchy.” Zoe smirks. “So how’d it go?” 

“Fine, I think.” I start buttering my toast as well. “I wasn’t sure 

whether I should include that part about catalysts in one of my 

answers, but decided to leave it out because it wasn’t really that 

relevant and I thought I might not have enough time for the last 

question if I put that in, too…” 

“I wasn’t that far off the mark, then.” Zoe grins again, but I decide 

to ignore her. She knows just how to provoke me and I don’t want to 

give her the satisfaction of seeing me rise to the bait. 

“So how was your day?” I ask instead. “Did the Droner actually 

teach you something today?” 

The Droner’s name is actually Mr. Drouner. “Pronounced ‘drew’-ner, 

like the past tense of ‘draw’, I’m sure you can all remember that!” he always 

says beamingly whenever someone “accidentally” mispronounces 

his name. But his classes are so boring and he talks in a very 

monotonous voice that just drones on and on, so everyone just calls 

him the Droner. Even Alphas and Betas. 
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Zoe rolls her eyes. “What do you think? Even an Epsilon could 

teach us more than baldheaded old Droner. Can I have your 

cauliflower?” I’m surprised she manages to talk so clearly, as her 

mouth is bulging with food already. 

“Sure, take it,” I say, using my fork to maneuver the disgusting 

white vegetable to Zoe’s tray. There are too many students at school 

for everyone to pick what they want to eat. If every student ordered 

a specific dish from the foot ports, lunch would go on for hours. So 

you have to take whatever is available each day. 

“By the way, I got something for you.” Zoe’s face is suddenly more 

serious. She bends down to reach her school bag and passes some 

papers to me under the table. “The back’s still unused.” 

I quickly shove them into my own bag before anybody sees. 

Although we are allowed to take our work home to show our parents 

and learn from any mistakes we make, somebody might get 

suspicious if they always saw us taking some and never bringing it 

back, like we’re supposed to. 

“What is it?” I ask Zoe. 

“Oh, just an essay about whether or not the usage of motorized 

vehicles should be further restricted. Ms. Clover said it was so 

unsatisfactory, I might as well write a new one, and what was I 

thinking not using the back when we should be preserving the 

world’s resources blah, blah, blah… So I figured there was no harm 

done in giving it to Jamie if I have to start from scratch again, 

anyway.” 

“You’re the best, Zoe,” I say, giving her a quick hug. 
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“I know, right?” She smiles as she unties the unruly ponytail she’s 

forced her even more unruly hair into and reties it in an attempt to 

make herself look a little neater. You can’t really see much of a 

difference, though. If anything, I’d say it is even more of a mess now. 

“But it’s nice to hear it, anyway. Just say ‘hi’ to Jamie for me, okay?” 

*** 

 

When I get home, I run straight up the stairs to Jamie’s room. It’s 

directly across the hallway from mine, the second children’s 

bedroom in our house. As a Delta, he doesn’t have as many school 

hours a day as I do, so I know I’ll find him here. I always do. 

“Knock, knock,” I say tentatively. When Jamie was younger, I used 

to just throw the door open, but a few months ago, Jamie asked me 

to knock first. “Who knows what I’ll be doing in here when you come next 

time,” he’d said. “I might be making a surprise present for you.” I didn’t 

think that was the real reason he wanted me to knock, but I didn’t 

mind. I guess when you’re eight years old, you start wanting some 

privacy. 

“Jo!” The door flings ajar - I’m lucky that it doesn’t open the other 

way, or there wouldn’t be much left of my face – and Jamie engulfs 

me in a tight hug. I guess some things never change, even when you 

are eight years old. 

“Hi, Jamie!” I grin as I ruffle my hand over his coal black hair. 

“Guess what I brought you! Or actually, what Zoe got for you – she 

said that I should make sure to tell you that it came from her.” 
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Jamie’s blue eyes light up as he wriggles out of my arms. “Paper? 

It’s more paper, isn’t it, Jo?” He’s so excited, he can’t keep still. 

“As if I ever brought you anything else,” I tease, opening the bag 

to extract Zoe’s essay. I hand it over to Jamie. “The paper’s lined, 

unfortunately, but other than that, the back’s all yours.” 

Jamie doesn’t seem to mind the lines. He strokes the paper and 

crosses the room to reach the wooden dresser he keeps his clothes in. 

Apart from his bed and the desk and chair that stand underneath the 

small and only window in the room, it is the only furniture here. All 

our rooms are sparsely equipped, since we have to preserve all the 

resources we don’t need. He swiftly opens one of the drawers, lifts a 

bundle of pants and slides the paper underneath them. 

“I’ve got something for Zoe, too,” he says matter-of-factly. He 

starts going through the drawer again, leaving a tangled mess of 

shirts, pants and socks behind. I’ll have to help him clean it up later. 

Finally, he extracts a different sheet of paper, one of the few plain 

ones I’ve been able to get for him. He brings it over to his bed, which 

I’m now sitting on. “Will you give this to her?” 

I run my fingers over the smooth grey pencil lines covering the 

page. “It’s beautiful, Jamie,” I whisper. And it is. From the sheet, Zoe 

and I stare back at me, arms linked around each other’s shoulders. 

Laughing. Eyes shining. Zoe just a fraction taller than me. Every 

detail so exact that this could be a photograph. It’s more than that, 

though. I don’t know what it is, exactly, but like in all of Jamie’s 

drawings, paintings or sketches, there is some quality that makes the 

picture seem truly alive. As if he was somehow able to draw our 
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souls. For about the millionth time, I wonder how someone with so 

much talent could only be a Delta and why it is so terrible to spare a 

few sheets of paper so that other people can profit from seeing this 

work. 

“Do you really like it?” Jamie asks. “You’re not just saying that 

because I’m your brother? Cause I wasn’t sure whether I did Zoe’s 

hair right. I wanted it to be dark, but so that you could still see the 

structure, but now I think that maybe I didn’t make it dark enough.” 

“It’s perfect, Jamie – Zoe’s going to love it.” More than that – she’s 

going to go completely nuts about the fact that Jamie actually drew 

something for her, since she’s always raving about his pictures 

anyway. “And no one except you would be able to draw Zoe’s weird 

hair so realistically.” 

Jamie beams at me and watches proudly as I place the picture in 

my bag so that I can give it to Zoe tomorrow. 

“Come on, Jamie,” I say, after the drawing is safely stowed away. 

“Let’s clean up that mess in your drawer before Dad comes home.” 

Jamie nods and we begin sorting through the socks. 

Watching my brother’s head bent over the floor, a fierce 

protectiveness washes over me. I’ve been a sort of third and only 

parent for Jamie for as long as I can remember. At first, I thought 

Daddy avoided him because he was grieving and maybe that was 

part of it. Still, I was sure that it would work out eventually – or 

maybe I just couldn’t face the fact that I had maybe just lost both of 

my parents. My mother was gone. I had sort of accepted that, 

although I still spent my nights crying in bed until no more tears 



12 
 

would come. I knew she was gone, because Daddy and I had been 

there at the hospital and had watched her get weaker and weaker 

until the doctors finally confirmed what I already knew. But my 

father should still be here – and technically, he was. But the Daddy 

that picked me up and let me ride on his shoulders, the Daddy that 

came to tuck me in at night, the Daddy who laughed and told me 

what a wonderful big sister I would be to my dear little brother – 

somehow, that Daddy had disappeared and I was left with the shell 

of a person I hardly recognized anymore. 

Shortly before Jamie’s birth, we had to read C.S. Lewis’ The Lion, 

the Witch and the Wardrobe for English class. I had loved it, even 

though I usually didn’t like old books very much, not at that age. I 

preferred modern literature that took place in a world I was familiar 

with and that didn’t use such complicated and old-fashioned 

language. But The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe was different. I 

never could tell exactly what fascinated me about it, but like Jamie’s 

pictures, it just had that something. 

After Mommy died, I thought about the book a lot, especially the 

witch. I fantasized that Daddy had been enchanted by the witch, like 

Edmund had been, and that for Christmas, Santa Claus would bring 

me a flask of the same red cordial that he had given Lucy. And then 

I would, in some sort of heroic feat - I never quite figured out what 

that should be - force Daddy to drink a few drops of it and we would 

be a happy family again. And Jamie and I would sit on his lap while 

he told us bedtime stories. 
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Of course, it never really turned out that way. My father eventually 

came back to us, but he wasn’t the same as before. He didn’t smile as 

often, and while he read me bedtime stories, he never did to Jamie. I 

didn’t understand it. Even though all Jamie did was make gurgling 

noises, I already adored him from the bottom of my heart. I couldn’t 

fathom why I had never missed having siblings before. When Jamie 

cried, I would take him out of his crib and bounce him on my knee 

until he stopped and started making those gurgling sounds again. 

When I cried, I would get Jamie, give him his bottle and let his 

sucking noises soothe me. 

Dad wasn’t like that. He took care of Jamie, changed his diapers, 

fed him and all that, but it always seemed like a chore. When I looked 

at the movie clips in the family album on my digital, there was a 

happy Daddy making goofy faces at a giggling baby Joanne. Dad 

never made goofy faces at Jamie and Jamie more often wailed than 

giggled when Dad held him. Even though my father had been so 

happy about getting a second child and had told everyone that he 

would name his son after his grandfather, James Delandore, one of 

the most famous tribunes in Northern Coalition history, it didn’t 

seem like he was excited at all, now that Jamie was actually here. 

It took me a few years to figure out that Dad blamed him. Maybe 

not consciously, but I knew that Dad thought that his son was 

responsible for his wife’s death. In a bizarre way, I could understand 

why he thought so – if it weren’t for Jamie, there would never have 

been complications at birth. However, none of that was Jamie’s fault. 
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It didn’t help that as Jamie grew, he began to look more and more 

like our mother. He had her straight coal black hair, her robin’s egg 

blue eyes and his face looked so much like hers that it was almost 

eerie. I had the same blue eyes and fair skin, but the resemblance 

ended there: I was my father’s child, with hair so blond that it seemed 

almost white, although mine wasn’t curly, and the same striking, 

pointed nose. 

So as time passed, Dad’s eyes not only showed blame when he saw 

Jamie, but also pain. His son reminded him of all that he’d lost – all 

that he’d lost because of Jamie. 

And when Jamie turned five and came home from his first 

examination with a 𝛿 stamped on his forehead, Dad became furious. 

I remember standing there in my doorway dressed in my pajamas - I 

was sick in bed with some kind of flu at the time - while he shouted 

at Jamie and tore up all of the drawings he could find. 

“You’re not going to spend your time with this rubbish anymore!” 

he roared, spit flying from his mouth while Jamie cowered next to the 

entrance of his room, howling. “No son of mine is going to be a Delta, 

so you’d better start studying NOW!” He shouted the last word so 

loudly that Jamie and I cringed down even lower. Dad seemed to 

have completely forgotten that Mommy had loved to paint, too. 

Nevertheless, all of her paintings that had been hanging on the walls 

of our house mysteriously disappeared while I was at school the next 

week. I never asked what Dad had done with them, fearing another 

outburst. A few weeks later, the law about “Further Restrictions for 

the Preservation of our Precious Resources” was passed. I don’t think 
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it was a coincidence. Paper was one of the things nearly impossible 

to get afterwards. 
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TWO 

Zoe 

 

Let’s face it - before I got to know her, I thought Jo was a little 

weird. Since her dad’s a tribune, that didn’t surprise me. Weirdness 

was part of the package deal. I took it for granted. The higher groups 

always act all sophisticated and the Council is just about the high-

groupiest thing you can think of. 

I felt sort of sorry for her, though. At least a little. She was always 

this really prim and proper kid. She walked stiff and straight and was 

so shy that she rarely opened her mouth. My brother Zack thought 

she was arrogant, like many of the high group kids were, but he 

wasn’t in the same grade as us. I didn’t think so. I had the chance to 

observe her more – and who wouldn’t take it? A tribune’s kid is 
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definitely interesting. However, since Jo’s a Beta and I’m a Gamma, 

we were never in the same classes and because Jo was such a quiet 

nobody, I soon decided that she wasn’t worth my interest. It wouldn’t 

be fun being friends with such a drab. I decided that fairly early on. 

So yeah, I didn’t mean to become friends with Jo. It just kind of 

started. She’d beat Dennis O’Leary at some Beta-thingy he really 

wanted to do, so he was real pissed off and wanted to take it out on 

her. I didn’t like Jo that much, but she sure was better than Dennis. I 

couldn’t stand him. I still can’t stand him, actually, but by now he’s 

learned not to bother me. Since that day I cornered him after school 

and beat him up for saying one of his usual nasty things about 

Gammas, he’s been scared stiff of me. Though he probably wouldn’t 

admit that in a million years. But I don’t think he’s too thrilled at the 

thought of being reduced to tears right in front of his precious 

buddies again. Though I really enjoyed that – I didn’t even feel guilty 

about hitting him. My parents would not have been pleased, which 

is probably why I never told them, even if I was itching to brag about 

it.  

So, anyway, when he started picking on her one day on the 

playground and Jo was about to start bawling, I stepped in. Getting 

one over Dennis was great. Of course, it didn’t feel as great as 

slapping him, but back then, that awesome moment in my life hadn’t 

happened yet, so that day felt great to the inexperienced, younger 

me. So did the admiration I got from my friends afterwards. They 

were all scared silly of Dennis and couldn’t believe what I’d done. I 

didn’t tell them I hadn’t really done anything special. Anyone can say 
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a few words to a stuck-up bully. But I didn’t mention that. It was nice 

to bask in their admiration. 

Trust Jo to think that my standing up for her meant more than what 

it really was. I only did it because someone needed to show bratty 

Dennis that he wasn’t the king of the universe. But Jo had decided 

that I was now her best buddy or something. And when she decided 

to sit by me at lunch, I think she thought she was doing me a huge 

favor. As if I had been privileged by sitting in her high group aura. I 

could have gotten rid of her, easy, but I didn’t. It would be so cool to 

tell the others that the daughter of Tribune Delandore admired me, 

Zoe Gallaway, an unimportant Gamma nobody. So I let her stay. 

After a while, I discovered that Jo wasn’t as boring as she seemed 

at first. She did have a sense of humor. She was only usually so quiet 

that you didn’t notice it much. But when it did surface, she would 

make you laugh like nobody else could. And you could have fun with 

her. She knew where the best places for swimming were, which new 

holo-movies were good and where the secret tunnel at the local 

library was. She was nothing like the quiet, drab person I’d come to 

expect from watching her at school, even if she did have some 

typically higher group interests. She did have an irrationally high 

liking for school, but she was nice and always ready to give help if 

you needed it. I probably would have failed grade five algebra if it 

weren’t for her. Actually, there’s no probably about it, I definitely 

would have failed if she hadn’t helped me. Slowly and gradually, Jo 

wormed her way into my life so that now, I wouldn’t want to be best 

friends with anyone else. She’s almost become like part of my family. 
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And so has Jamie. Though it’s hard not to get a soft spot for that kid. 

I met Jo a few months before he was born, so I’ve known him his 

whole life. He was the cutest baby, with tufts of black hair sticking 

out all over the place. And he had the same startling blue eyes as Jo. 

I loved him the moment I saw him. I remember that day perfectly. I 

was leaning over his crib to get a better look at him. He made these 

cute baby noises, grabbed a strand of my hair and then pulled. I have 

to say, he had a pretty firm grip for a baby. Jo was mortified and kept 

apologizing, but I thought it was pretty funny and cute. If I had met 

a cool stranger with funny hair, maybe I would have pulled on it, too. 

Especially if I was only a few months old. Okay, yeah, so I guess I 

haven’t known Jamie all his life. But almost. 

I think Jo would have let me meet him sooner, but her mom died 

when Jamie was born and that really cut her up. She didn’t talk to 

anyone for a while. I felt really helpless. No one I’m close to has died, 

so I had no clue how I should act. Mom said I simply needed to be 

there for Jo, but I didn’t really know how to do that. But I had to try, 

so I just continued to sit next to her and tell her things like I usually 

did. I tried my best to cheer her up and be the best possible friend I 

could be. Hoping that Jo would be normal again. 

She did get better and eventually started joking and laughing with 

me again. But I don’t think she’ll ever really get over her mom’s 

death. She still doesn’t like to talk about it. It’s a subject we avoid. I 

don’t know if that’s the best solution, but I would feel out of place 

talking to Jo about it anyway. Her mom was real nice and always 
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made me feel welcome at their house, but I just didn’t know her all 

that well. I’d only been over at Jo’s a few times before she died. 

Jamie looks a lot like she did, though. I remember that much. 

Maybe that’s why Jo’s dad acts a bit strange around him. I can’t blame 

him. It must be really hard if your wife dies giving birth to your kid 

and he ends up looking just like her. Maybe Jo should loosen up 

around her dad and stop blaming him for it. Though I suppose that’s 

easier for me to say since I’m not involved in their family drama. 

I’m glad things are a lot simpler in my family. There’s Mom, Dad, 

Tasha, Zack and me. We’re so normal, it’s almost boring to say 

anything about us. My parents met at work, a food distribution center 

in Concordia City. Then they got married, moved into our house and 

had Tasha, Zack and finally – me. Tasha finished school two years 

ago and now works in a greenhouse. Zack is in grade twelve. Both of 

them like to rub their elderly sibling supremeness in my face, 

especially Zack. But they haven’t really been able to boss me around 

for a long time. Not since I figured out that Zack was lying when he 

said he had super powers that would make me suffer if I dared to 

disobey his orders. So ever since I was four or something, people here 

needed to get used to the idea that Zoe has to get her own way. At 

least most of the time. Once that was settled, things worked out just 

fine. Usually, we get along great and Zack often lets me and Jo tag 

along when he goes to the park with his friends. I think he’s pretty 

proud of me being his sister, though he’d never admit it to my face. 

And Tasha and I often stay up late, giggling about girl stuff. Mom 

and Dad are fine with whatever we do – at least if we tell them first 
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and it’s not something completely stupid. Like the time I asked Zack 

to give me a haircut. We were about six and eight at the time and – 

big surprise – I ended up looking awful. Mom found us when Zack 

was about halfway done because she’d come to see why we were so 

quiet. She started yelling at Zack and wouldn’t listen to me when I 

told her that Melissa Boulder had just gotten a new haircut, too. Then 

she took the scissors and started trying to straighten what was left of 

my hair before she doubled over and started laughing. Zack and I 

were very surprised. When Dad came upstairs to see what was going 

on, he said he was sorry to have missed it and that Zack would 

probably make a great barber. Then he started laughing, too. We still 

got grounded for two days, though. Which is like the maximum 

punishment in our family. 

As far as I know, no one here has any deep dark secrets. Unless you 

count Tasha sneaking out to visit her new boyfriend. But everyone 

knows she’s doing it, so it doesn’t count. When Zack suggested my 

parents should do something about it, Dad just laughed. Then he 

started looking all lovey-dovey and telling stories about him 

sneaking out to meet Mom when they were Tasha’s age. He put his 

arm around Mom’s shoulders. Milk and chocolate, they like to joke. 

She laughed and started going on about one particular night 

escapade with him. Seriously? I didn’t need to know all those details. 

No, I guess no one in my family has any secrets. No one except me. 

  



22 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

THREE 

Joanne 

 

Dad comes home late today, with even deeper shadows 

underneath his eyes than he had this morning. I suppose he must 

have had an exhausting day at work, which is no wonder. As one of 

the twelve tribunes that rule the Northern Coalition, he has a heavier 

workload than most other citizens. Adding the fact that almost 

everyone has something to complain about regarding politics, it’s no 

wonder he’s showing signs of strain. 

It’s easier than it once was, though. The Northern Coalition has one 

of the most effective forms of government in history. After the wars 

were over, the founders introduced a new system. The world was 

spilt into two parts to make it easier to govern, but still make 
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everyone feel united enough to prevent further wars. One of the 

biggest problems before was that often, one ruler couldn’t handle the 

political strain all by himself or wouldn’t listen to other people’s 

views on a subject. So instead of having one leader for each piece of 

land they used to call “country”, we have twenty-four for everyone. 

A Council of twelve tribunes in each the Northern Coalition and the 

Southern Coalition. Although divided by the equator, they still work 

together a lot. Which is important: Unity is one of the most essential 

requirements for peace. 

Of course, it still took a couple of years for the system to be put 

firmly into place. Peace wasn’t immediate. The world was still 

recovering from traumatic experiences. And not everyone was happy 

with the founder’s decisions. There were still those who didn’t 

understand how important unity was. They tried to maintain their 

native languages and social structures and many also refused to 

accept that it was crucial to sort people into groups according to 

intelligence. They didn’t realize that this way, we could make sure 

that people in key positions actually knew what they were doing. 

They didn’t realize that before, charisma had often gotten people 

important jobs that they weren’t suited for. Now, we determine 

intelligence early on and accordingly sort people into groups – 

named after the first five letters of the Ancient Greek alphabet. We 

make sure that everyone is given the education and support they 

need in order to fulfill the tasks people of their group are best at. And 

we make sure that no one can deceive us about their true qualities by 
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displaying their group on the most noticeable place possible: in the 

middle of a person’s forehead, right above their eyes. 

After about a decade, resistance started to dwindle. Our system 

started to work and people realized that it was better than what 

they’d had before. That it was able to provide global peace in a way 

no other form of government ever had. They saw that having one 

language – English was chosen because so many people already 

knew how to speak it and because it was easier to learn than Chinese 

– made conflicts between different nations fade because we were 

becoming one. They saw that work became more efficient now that 

the most suitable people were chosen to do it. And they saw that with 

twelve people ruling instead of one, decisions made by the 

government became more rational and didn’t only have a certain 

person’s or group’s best interests at heart. 

However, even with the world at peace, there are a lot of problems 

to be dealt with. For one thing, nothing could undo the damage that 

generations before us had done to the environment and the damage 

we still continue to do now. We’ve tried to reduce greenhouse gas 

emissions and most of our technology and transportation is solar 

powered, but we still manage to pump quite a lot of carbon dioxide 

into the air. Every year, we lose more land to floods and crops and 

buildings are damaged by freak storms. Then, of course, there’s the 

fact that basically everyone lives crowded around the poles, where 

it’s not as hot. Maintenance in such agglomerations is difficult at any 

time, even without the tension that arises between the inhabitants in 

such situations. And there are always those who don’t agree with 
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some decision, no matter how minor, or those who are convinced that 

they or their children were not examined correctly and should be 

moved up into a higher group. My father has his hands full. 

“Hard day, Dad?” I ask when he slumps down in his chair by the 

dining room table. 

“You could say so,” he sighs. “The Council is having some pretty 

tough debates at the moment and everyone is a little edgy. Why don’t 

you get your brother, so we can have dinner? Or have you already 

eaten?” 

“Of course not,” I say. Maybe other people find it strange, but in 

my family we always eat meals together. My mother thought it was 

important to have some family time, a ritual where everyone in the 

household does something collectively. Even after her death, nothing 

has changed about that. 

“Jamie, dinner!” I shout up the stairs. 

“Coming!” 

He arrives shortly afterward, after Dad and I have already given 

our orders to the food port. We’ve both chosen one of the thirty-two 

dishes in Concordia City’s daily assortment, so it shouldn’t take long 

for them to arrive. There’s always a supply of these ready, especially 

at a later hour, when most people don’t want to wait ages for some 

strange food that has to be specially prepared. 

Jamie does the same and tells our port that he wants dish 27, a type 

of vegetable rice that used to be traditional food in a country called 

India. 
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A few minutes later, we’re all seated around the dining room table 

with steaming bowls fresh from the food port in front of us. Dad asks 

Jamie and me how our school day was and I tell him about my science 

test, while Jamie explains what he learned in math class today. Dad 

nods in approval and gives Jamie a tight smile. Since the incident 

when Dad ripped up Jamie’s drawings, he has never lost his temper 

with Jamie or mentioned his low group again, but their relationship 

has never developed much further than polite conversation, either. 

Then Dad tells us a long and admittedly somewhat boring tale of 

how the Council discussed adding a section to the examination which 

should also test athletic ability, but then decided against it. “Some of 

our brightest minds weren’t athletic in the least,” Dad explains. “I do 

not know who came up with the idea that politicians and scientists 

should also be athletic. In my opinion sports fall into the category of 

health, not intelligence, and it is everyone’s personal decision 

whether they want to pursue them.” 

Huh, I think. It couldn’t have anything to do with the fact that, when you 

were in school,  you couldn’t throw a ball farther than twenty meters or run 

long distances without starting to pant after a couple of minutes. I don’t 

say anything, though. Dad’s probably right that our brightest minds 

don’t need to be athletic as well. Besides, the examination is hard 

enough as it is. I’m not sure if I would do well on an athletic section 

myself. I’m not bad at sports – I am fast and a pretty good ball player 

and swimmer – but I’m not a brilliant athlete, either. I think the 

examination already takes enough into account to give a pretty clear 

picture about a person. There is the actual examination part of it on 
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people’s birthdays - every year from age five on, before you enter 

grade zero, and every five years after your eighteenth birthday, after 

which the graduation ceremony from school takes place. After the 

examination, the mark on your forehead gets renewed or, if your 

group changes, gets changed as well. The examination consists of a 

standard four hour IQ-test based on the original one created by the 

French scientist Alfred Binet over five hundred years ago, which is 

supposed to test the ability to concentrate over time as well as 

intelligence. Then there is a section where they ask you questions 

about things you learned in school, about what is going on in the 

world and about how you would act in certain situations. You have 

to show how well you can present yourself. Show that you have good 

manners. There is a discussion to see how well you can interact with 

others. Zoe always says that the discussion is probably the only thing 

that keeps me from being an Alpha, but I don’t think so. I might be a 

social klutz when it comes to making friends, but I can take initiative 

at important meetings. Examination day is not the only thing that 

matters, though. Your performance at school is also taken into 

account. All year, teachers evaluate us: our performance in class, 

tests, quizzes... For those who have already finished school, 

evaluations at work replace these things. That information is stored 

and also makes up a big portion of how a person’s group is 

determined. I’m not sure how big, since no one ever says, but our 

teachers and my parents were always sure to stress the fact that the 

school year was no time to slack off. So you don’t slack off – at least 

if you care about your future. If you want an important job, like 
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working for the government or pursuing a career at university, you 

won’t have a chance unless you are an Alpha or a Beta. For being on 

the Council, you can forget getting in if you aren’t an Alpha. Dad says 

he was lucky to himself, even though he is an Alpha. His examination 

score wasn’t that high compared to some of that year’s other 

graduates. However, in the year Dad and another man were chosen 

for the Council by the ten other tribunes, many Alphas were needed 

in scientific positions. And of course, Dad was well known because 

of his grandfather. Whatever the reason, he was chosen by the 

Council and has done his work well since then, so he was allowed to 

continue. After a two year trail period, they never throw a tribune 

out until retirement, anyway. Not unless they do something terrible, 

I guess, but that has only happened once. I don’t know the details 

about the tribune involved, though. No one will talk about it, not 

even in our history lessons, so it must have been something really 

horrible. 

If you’re a Gamma, they usually give you some community job, 

like being a teacher (although Alphas and Betas usually get special 

teachers in a higher group once they’re older) or a caretaker. Zoe says 

that’s fine with her, she could be a better teacher than old Droner any 

old day and he used to be a Beta. He was downgraded to Gamma 

three years ago, which caused quite a stir at school. Some Gammas 

also work in the same areas as Deltas, since they are such a large 

group. They usually still have more important positions in those 

fields, though. 
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The Deltas have simpler jobs, like assembly line workers, farmers 

or janitors. I don’t know if Jamie minds that this is what he’ll most 

likely be doing. He says he doesn’t, but I think he might just be saying 

that to make me feel better. 

I’m not sure what the Epsilons do, exactly. I’ve never known an 

Epsilon personally because they’re always taken away right after 

their examination, to special schools which Dad says have programs 

that are better equipped to help them learn. I don’t know why they 

can’t just do that at our normal schools. After all, we’re all separated 

by group there, too. Except Alphas and Betas, because there are rarely 

more than three Alphas in one year, and it wouldn’t make sense to 

hold classes for such a few people. Sometimes the Alphas have extra 

projects, though. So if the Alphas have these additional activities, for 

which they even have special facilities, I don’t see why they can’t 

educate the Epsilons near their homes. Still, there must be a reason 

why they are sent away. And I guess that once they settle down in 

one place, they don’t have the incentive to move back to where they 

originally came from. 

I don’t think it’s just the future that makes people desperate for a 

high group, though. Technically, they teach us that all humans are 

the same and should be treated with respect. Most of us honor that, 

too, and wouldn’t be openly mean to a Delta. There are exceptions, 

of course – Dennis O’Leary, just to name one – but they are rare. 

However, I get the feeling that no one really thinks of the citizens in 

a lower group as equal to them. People mostly stay within their 

groups and if they do happen to talk to someone from a lower one, 



30 
 

one always gets the feeling that they feel superior somehow. And 

most parents try to give their children all kinds of extra courses 

before they start school to make sure that they already get put into 

the highest group possible at an early time. Once you start school, the 

children in higher groups start having an even bigger advantage over 

those in the lower groups, thanks to their different, more advanced 

lessons. Parents are always boasting when they have an Alpha or a 

Beta child, but I’ve yet to meet anyone who tells me with pride that 

their son or daughter is a Delta. Usually, such people just avert their 

gaze and say that their child has just been selected for farming. 

And I guess my father is not really any different.  
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FOUR 

Joanne 

 

The next few days pass uneventfully, other than my nearly getting 

strangled by Zoe when she hugs me in her excitement about getting 

Jamie’s picture or Jamie nearly getting strangled by her when she 

comes to visit me on the weekend and decides he needs a hug, too. 

Even though Zoe and I are best friends, we don’t visit each other 

that often. Most of the weekdays are taken up by school and 

homework, especially in my case. Although Zoe says that we 

basically have to sacrifice the same amount of time because I just 

breeze through my work while she often doesn’t have a clue what 

she is supposed to do or takes ages staring at her assignments, 

wondering if she should really start. I think that might actually be 
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true, but I’m also convinced that Zoe doesn’t give that much thought 

to what she writes once she has gotten started. Then she probably 

breezes through her work as well, just with different results than 

mine. 

Weekends are often not much different, because we need to spend 

so much time studying. And when we do meet to do something, we 

often go somewhere else, like to Concordia Park or swimming. 

There’s just not that much you can do inside our sparsely furnished, 

resource-preserving houses. However, every now and then, 

especially when we want some privacy, we do go to each other’s 

homes. Often mine because as Zoe says, I almost always have a 

“parent-free zone”, since as a tribune, my father also has to work on 

weekends. I also happen to have my own room, while Zoe shares 

hers with her older sister. Her brother Zack has the second children’s 

bedroom in their house. Tasha is all right, but Zoe and I often get the 

feeling that she would like to have the room to herself more often – 

“Especially now that she’s met that Dylan at work,” Zoe once said 

while rolling her eyes at me – so we decide to honor that wish. 

That weekend, we spend most of the time in Jamie’s room, letting 

him show his drawings to Zoe for the umpteenth time. Today, Jamie 

even tries to teach Zoe how to draw, but that ends up with us 

laughing our heads off at a drawing that Zoe explains is me trying to 

pitch a ball.  

“It could even be my father getting ready to sit down on the toilet 

seat,” I snigger. You can just about make out that it’s a person 
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crouching down. Zoe may be good at drawing stick figures, but that’s 

about it. 

“Well, I guess that’s just the family resemblance,” says Zoe, and we 

crack up again. 

Finally, we take turns adding all sorts of things to the picture so 

that the hideous creature with fangs, huge elephant ears and several 

tails doesn’t even vaguely resemble a human being anymore. 

 

*** 

 

On Sunday afternoon, Dad comes home shortly after two o’clock. 

Sunday is the only day when he has the afternoon off, so we usually 

spend that time together, eating cake (a luxury reserved for this day), 

watching the week’s announcements on our tele-screen and going 

somewhere for the evening. Sundays are the days when Dad seems 

most like his old self again, the way he was before our mother’s 

death. 

This Sunday is different. The shadows under my father’s eyes have 

become even more pronounced over the week and he appears to be 

very tired. Too tired to do anything much. That’s not all, though. The 

whole afternoon, he averts his gaze whenever Jamie and I try to talk 

to him. He seems almost guilty, as if he were too ashamed to look us 

straight in the eyes, but why should he be? Maybe he has suddenly 

been overcome with some strange remorse about the distance he has 

always kept between himself and Jamie, but I doubt that is the case. 

Why would he be getting sentimental now? Besides, I know my 
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father. He wouldn’t be too scared to apologize and talk things 

through. This must be something else. Something that has to do with 

the difficult decision he has to deal with at work. I don’t question him 

about it, though. When he’s ready, he’ll tell us. He always does 

sooner or later. 

 

A few minutes before five o’clock, Dad says that we should get 

ready for the week’s announcements. He is still acting very 

apprehensive and I hope the news will reveal what this is all about. 

The announcements are mandatory viewing for everyone in the 

Northern Coalition, so that we know what is going on in the world 

and which important decisions the Council has made for us. Of 

course, there are also news spots during the week, but those aren’t 

mandatory. Everything important is retold on Sundays, anyway. 

“Let us begin with this week’s announcements,” the man with the 

perfect hair and perfect teeth and a black ∝ on the middle of his 

perfectly smooth forehead says. He has been responsible for the news 

as long as I remember. For a while, I thought that maybe he wasn’t 

real at all and just a computer generated image, but both Zoe and 

Jamie swear that they once saw him hurrying past the shuttle that 

they took home from school that day. Zoe might be tempted to make 

something like that up, just to see how long I believe her, but Jamie 

is usually very factual about describing what he witnesses. 

The man with the perfect hair and perfect teeth gives a short 

overview about what topics will come up in this week’s 

announcements. It’s the usual stuff. A storm damaging the area 
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around Winnipeg City. A new technique a bunch of scientists came 

up with to make crops more resistant to insects. The murderer 

involved in the Östersund City scandal was finally caught. I already 

heard most of it watching the shorter news reports during the week. 

I pay close attention nevertheless. As a Beta, I’m expected to be 

especially well informed. They often ask us about these events at 

school and even hold debates on the topics mentioned in the 

announcements. 

I’m ripped from my thoughts when the man with the perfect hair 

and teeth says, “And after the weather forecast for the following 

week, please stay tuned for a special announcement from the Council 

of the Northern Coalition.” The anthem of the Northern Coalition 

plays again and the news begin, showing a bunch of white clothed 

people salvaging reusable materials from some wrecked part of 

Winnipeg City. But I’m not really paying attention. An 

announcement from the Council itself on the week’s announcements 

is extremely rare. As far as I can remember, it has only happened once 

before in my lifetime. That was when they announced a new tribune 

about seven years ago. Is that the difficult decision Dad was talking 

about? Having to select a new tribune? But why should that be so 

difficult? They have everyone’s examination and aptitude results. It 

should be easy selecting the most promising candidate. However, if 

this is about a new tribune, why wouldn’t the man with the perfect 

hair and teeth have said so? I’m not completely certain, but I’m pretty 

sure he didn’t make a mystery about what the Council’s 

announcement was about the last time. 
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I can barely wait for the weather forecast to end. It looks like we’ll 

be having another sunny week in the capital, but at the moment, I 

don’t care. 

Finally, after what seems like ages, the anthem plays again and a 

shot of the arc-shaped table is shown. It always reminds me of the 

crescent moon, shortly before it disappears from view altogether 

during new moon. The Flag of the Northern Coalition - a white dove 

in a white ring on a blue background - hangs on the wall behind it. 

In our social structures class, they told us that the dove stands for 

peace, while the ring symbolizes unity. Blue and white represent 

welfare. 

One by one, the twelve tribunes file in and take their seats at the 

table. I smile as I recognize my father on the screen, taking his place 

beside Tribune Aleesha Brindali. If possible, he looks even more 

nervous there than he does now, in real life. 

When the anthem stops playing, Ethan Monroe, a tribune who sits 

in one of the two middle seats, stands up. He is the oldest tribune – 

he celebrated his sixtieth birthday two years ago – so he is usually the 

one who speaks for the Council. 

“I would like to make an announcement on behalf of the Council 

of the Northern Coalition,” he begins. His voice is deep and a little 

scratchy. It has a soothing effect. 

“As you are all aware of, our planet is still suffering from the 

consequences of a global heat rise. We are plagued by storms, floods, 

droughts and as a result of these weather events, a shortage of space 

and crops. We have all seen what some of us have suffered.” He 
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pauses shortly. “At this point, I would like to personally offer my 

condolences to the people of Winnipeg City. You have the Council’s 

assurance that we will do whatever possible to aid you in the grave 

circumstances at hand.”  

“However, I am sorry to say that this whole situation“- he makes a 

sweeping gesture across his chest with one hand to illustrate his point 

– “is no longer under our control. The Council has talked with the top 

scientists about it and have been forced to see that the problem lies in 

the size of our population.” 

What a brilliant conclusion, I think. They came to the same one 

seventy-four years ago when they passed a new law stating that 

everyone could only have one child. They got the idea from policy 

they once had in a country called China, before the wars. However, 

that law didn’t really work out. For one thing, it was hard to 

implement – you can’t throw everyone who has more than one kid in 

jail. For another, scientists calculated that once it did work, there 

wouldn’t be enough young people to take care of the old. So, after a 

ten year trial period, they dismissed the law again. Maybe they’re 

thinking of giving it another try. 

 “Not only do we no longer have the necessary resources and space 

to accommodate the whole population. Our numbers are also further 

increasing the vastness of the problem. More people mean more need 

for technology, which means that more greenhouse gases leak into 

the atmosphere. 

“In short: the Council has discussed a lot of different approaches, 

but in the end, we were forced to accept that only one way would be 
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effective. We have decided that part of our population must be 

sacrificed for the wellbeing of the rest.” 
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FIVE 

Zoe 

 

I sit on the couch in front of our tele-screen with a strange sort of 

ringing in my ears. I must be having a bad dream. A nightmare. Or 

have misheard something. Ethan Monroe can’t just have said that we 

are going to kill people off. Maybe I just didn’t get what he was 

saying. I mean, the high groups often use real stilted language. It 

wouldn’t be that unusual for me to get the wrong end of the stick. 

But the expressions on my parents’ faces tell me I didn’t. I heard and 

understood every word correctly. I feel that if I could only move, 

maybe things would be explained. Maybe someone would tell me 

what a huge mistake this is. Why should murder be of any help to 
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anyone else? And who are they going to kill? My dad? My mom? My 

sister or brother? Jo or Jamie? Me? 

But I can’t move. The rest of my family doesn’t either. We all stay 

rooted to the couch, hanging on to Monroe’s words. As if we’re in 

some sort of trance. Dad grips Mom’s hand and squeezes it. Tasha 

and Zack gape stupidly at the screen. They look like those fish they 

have in the school aquarium. The ones we use for lab experiments. 

The ones with those pitiful, bulging eyes and glassy stares.  

“Of course, this must come as a shock to all of you,” Ethan Monroe 

says in that horribly oily voice of his. Why they always choose him 

to speak for the Council, I have no idea. His voice is enough to drive 

anyone nuts. It has this air of importance about it, belittling everyone 

else. As if we were too dumb to understand him if he talked like a 

normal person would. 

“Believe me, the Council is anything but happy with this decision 

as well.” I bet they’re not. Why did they make it then? He can tell his 

lies to someone who will believe him. I may be a Gamma, but I’m not 

stupid. 

“However, I’m afraid that we could see no alternative. Therefore, 

before the beginning of June, every citizen of the Northern Coalition 

will retake the examination. The bureau of the city responsible will 

contact you and inform you of the exact date and time. We 

understand that this is unusual, but we want to make sure that we 

make the best possible decision.” 

Suddenly, I have a horrible feeling that I know what this is leading 

up to. My parents exchange fearful glances, too. 
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“After everyone has been reexamined, all citizens in the groups 

Delta and Epsilon will be asked to report to our termination facilities 

and give their lives for the good of our country.” 

I’m numb with disbelief. Though this isn’t really much of a 

surprise. The high groups always treat the lower ones like shit. I 

should have known that it was something like this when the Council 

first made its murder announcement. Of course they wouldn’t kill 

anyone in their own groups. At least my family is safe. We’ve never 

had anything other than Gamma results, so I doubt we’d get different 

ones now. Although who knows? If they want to kill people, why not 

do it properly? Raise the expectations a little and make sure that 

enough people die for their plan to work? 

“Again, I must stress how little the Council wants to pursue this 

course of action, but as I said before, there is no alternative.” Yeah 

right. As if I believe that. 

“I must stress that serious consequences are in store for those who 

do not respect our decision. Dissidents will be taken to our 

termination facilities immediately.” 

Monroe pauses again to let that message sink in. 

“I thank you all for listening and know that you will all act within 

the best interest of our nation. Preserving welfare, peace and unity.” 

The anthem plays and the tribunes file out. 

We stare stupidly at the now blank screen. 

“They can’t do that, can they?” Zack asks. He must know the 

answer. Of course they can. The Council can do anything it wants. 

“It seems they can,” Mom says. Her voice is quiet with disbelief. 
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Dad looks angry. “Don’t they have any damn respect for the people 

in the lower groups? Isn’t it enough to treat them as if they were 

inferior animals as soon as they’re marked at their examination?” 

Mom lays a hand on his shoulder. 

“I just don’t get it,” Tasha says. “The Council people have got 

family members who are in those groups, don’t they? Why would 

they do that to them? Jo’s little brother is a Delta, isn’t he, Zo?” 

Oh my god. I’ve forgotten about Jamie. The relief that my family is 

safe fades. The situation suddenly becomes a lot more real. Or a lot 

more surreal. I’m not sure which. How can they hurt a harmless kid 

like Jamie? Someone who would literally never hurt a fly? Someone 

who can draw like a pro? There must be thousands of Jamies out 

there. All sentenced to death because someone on the Council 

thought it’d be a good idea. And one of them is my best friend’s 

brother. His own dad is on the Council, and he didn’t do anything to 

stop it. I can only imagine what Jamie and Jo must be going through. 

I wonder if Jo knew what her dad was planning. I suspect not. She 

would have acted differently. And she would have told me. 

Tasha can tell from my expression that she’s right. My parents just 

look at me. Even Zack doesn’t make his usual snarky comments. 

“Oh no.” Mom likes Jamie, too. Sometimes, on holidays when 

we’re allowed extra rations, she makes cookies for him. 

I don’t comment on anything. I grab my digital. “I need to call Jo.” 

No one stops me when I leave and go upstairs to my room. 
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SIX 

Joanne 

 

I sit on our couch, unable to budge a single muscle. My digital 

vibrates in my pocket, but I don’t reach for it. I can’t move. At least 

not until my father stands up, announcing that he thinks we should 

eat dinner early tonight. That’s when something inside me snaps. I 

stand up facing him, livid with rage. 

“How could you help them make this decision?” I scream, furious. 

“How could you? Jamie is a Delta! Your own son, in case you’ve 

forgotten! And you’re just going to stand there and watch while they 

kill him! Him, and millions of other innocent people! I can’t believe 

it! You were supposed to –“ 
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“Joanne,” Dad says in a quiet voice, the horrible quiet voice I 

haven’t heard him use since the first months after Mom died. “It was 

the only way, Joanne.” He doesn’t even look me in the eye as he says 

it. He just stares at the floor, which makes me only more furious. 

“Of course it wasn’t the only way!” I scream. “You can’t justify 

killing loads of people just so that others might be able to lead better 

lives! It goes against everything our society is based on! Welfare. Peace. 

Unity,” I spit. “That doesn’t mean anything to you, does it?” 

“Joanne,” says my father in the same monotonous, mechanical 

voice. It sounds almost pleading. “If you could just let me explain –“ 

“NO!” I yell it so loudly that even my father looks shocked. “You 

will not explain anything to me. You betrayed us. The Coalition. Your 

family. I won’t listen to anything you’ve got to say!” 

I grab Jamie, who is still sitting on the couch, stunned – I’m not 

even sure if he fully understands what is going on. 

“We’re leaving, Jamie,” I say, pulling him upstairs by the arm. I 

turn back one last time and face the man who I thought was my 

father. The man whom I loved, who I thought was protecting us. I 

never thought he would go this far. Never. I try to think of the most 

hurtful thing possible to say. 

“I don’t know what Mom ever saw in you,” I tell him, my voice so 

cold and level that it was hard to believe that I couldn’t stop it from 

shaking with rage just a few seconds ago. “I don’t understand how 

she could ever love a killer. A man who doesn’t even care about his 

own children.” I spit the last word at him. 
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Then I walk up the stairs with Jamie, leaving Marcus Delandore 

staring at the floor. 

 

*** 

 

“Am I going to die, Jo?” Jamie whispers out of the darkness of my 

room. We’re both sleeping in my bed tonight. Or rather, both lying 

in my bed because neither of us has been able to catch so much as 

wink of sleep. It breaks my heart to hear Jamie say that. 

“No, of course not,” I say, stroking his black bangs from his 

forehead. “Of course you’re not going to die.” I have to try hard to 

keep my voice from cracking. 

“But Jo – “ Jamie turns on his side and props his head up on his 

elbow. “They said on the news that Deltas and Epsilons have to die. 

You said to Dad yourself that … that I had to die.” He turns his blue 

eyes almost accusingly toward mine. He thinks that I’m trying to 

protect him by not telling him the truth. 

“You’re not going to die!” I hiss at him, suddenly angry. Angry at 

the Council for making this decision, angry at my father for 

supporting it, angry at Jamie for accepting it, and most of all angry at 

myself. For feeling so helpless. “You’re not going to die, okay!” I grab 

him by the shoulders, willing him to believe me. 

Jamie looks at me, stunned. I rarely ever get mad at him. Of course, 

sometimes we do have the usual clashes between siblings, but this is 

different. Jamie turns away from me, his shoulders shaking. I realize 

that he is crying, and doesn’t want me to see. 



46 
 

I grab his shoulders again, but more gently this time and pull him 

into my arms. 

“I’m sorry, Jamie,” I say, rocking him back and forth in my lap. My 

hair falls into my face, but I make no effort to brush it away. “I’m 

really sorry I said that. What I meant was… I mean, what I wanted to 

say is that you aren’t going to die. You aren’t going to die because I 

won’t allow it. All right?” 

“All right,” whispers Jamie and his eyes find mine again, shining 

out of his tear-streaked face. He considers this for a while and I can 

tell that he wants to believe me, but doesn’t. 

“You know what you’re going to do?” I tell him, suddenly 

determined that I will help my brother get through this, whatever it 

takes. I’m not going to give in to the Council without a fight. 

“What?” Jamie whispers. A ghost of hope appears on his face. 

“In your examination, you are going to get your group upgraded 

to Gamma. If not Beta.” It can’t be that hard. Jamie is smart, I know 

he is. He can make it. 

Jamie starts to cry again. “I can’t Jo. I can’t. You don’t know what 

it’s like for me. I always answer all their questions, but I never get 

anything else. They always give me Delta.” 

I cover him with the blanket and try to put as much conviction in 

my voice as I can muster. “Yeah, but you’ve never had me practice 

with you before. This time, we’re going to train, really hard, every 

day, and this time, you won’t get Delta. You’re going to become so 

smart, that no one will even dare to think about killing you! So get 
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some sleep, okay? We have a hard day in front of us because we’re 

going to start tomorrow. Everything is going to be okay, you’ll see.”  

As Jamie snuggles into my arm, I sincerely hope I’m right. 

 

And so we train. Every free minute I have, I spend in Jamie’s room. 

I even find myself rushing through my homework and handing it in 

sloppily to have more spare time in the afternoons. But I don’t care. 

I’m not the one in danger of getting “sacrificed”. I’ve always had a 

pretty high Beta score and even if they gave me lower marks at my 

next examination, I doubt I would even be downgraded to Gamma. 

Zoe is a huge help. Not just with Jamie, but with everything. It is 

not common knowledge that I am a tribune’s daughter, but enough 

people at school know it anyway. And enough people at school aren’t 

happy with the Council’s decision, either. Since the Council itself or 

my father aren’t here, they decide to take out their anger on me, 

yelling insults about how my family is selfish and doesn’t honor the 

importance of every human being. Even worse are people like Dennis 

O’Leary, who come up to me and congratulate me on my father 

finally “making the right decision and getting rid of those useless, 

lower-group idiots”. I can barely keep myself from slapping his 

stupid, grinning face. Actually, I probably would have, if Zoe hadn’t 

pulled me away. “He’s not worth it, Jo,” she’d said. “He’s trying to 

provoke you, don’t you see? You’d be playing right into his hands.” 

I know she’s right, but it takes a lot of self-control to simply turn 

around and walk away. 
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Still, Zoe can feel the pressure, too, and at lunch, when we are 

standing in the line to the food ports and a bunch of other students 

come to tell me either how evil my family is or what good they’re 

doing to mankind, she explodes. 

“Just, SHUT your stupid mouths, will you!” she snaps. The eating 

hall suddenly goes very quiet. “In case you didn’t know, Joanne has 

a Delta brother herself! And she’s not responsible for anything her 

father says and does – so if you have any complaints to make, you 

should take them straight to the Council!” 

With that, she grabs my arm and pulls me in direction of the 

cafeteria doors, while everyone stares at us, round eyed. “Come on, 

Jo,” she mutters. “We’re leaving.” 

 

Incredibly, neither Zoe nor I are punished for the incident, even 

though there were a couple of teachers present that day and I’m quite 

sure that we’re not supposed to leave the cafeteria without 

permission. Or call our fellow students idiots. We never figure out 

the reason why they are so lenient with us. Maybe they do feel some 

sympathy for the people being forced to their deaths, even if they 

don’t have to suffer themselves. Or maybe they’re just scared of 

offending a tribune at the moment. Although I don’t think my father 

would care if I was punished. We haven’t spoken to each other since 

my outburst on Sunday and he still walks around with his eyes 

trained on the floor or the gray walls of our house. He’s avoiding my 

gaze, just like I am avoiding his. 
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Zoe comes to visit me nearly every day, to help me learn with 

Jamie. I’m surprised how useful it is to have her around and also a 

bit ashamed that I didn’t think a Gamma would be able to teach him 

things I couldn’t. But Zoe is often much quicker to understand where 

Jamie’s problems are than I am. When I am completely out of ideas, 

she knows just how to explain things to him so that he understands. 

And she helps us keep our heads up, always brightening the mood. 

She is so radiant herself that we can’t help being hopeful, too. 

It’s when Zoe isn’t here that we have problems. I am often 

frustrated about how long it takes Jamie to grasp something really 

simple, like identifying subject and object in a sentence. I learned that 

sometime in grade one, but now, in grade three, he still has 

difficulties. Practice discussions or presentations are also grueling. 

It’s not that Jamie is stupid, but he takes a long time to consider what 

he’s going to say and he doesn’t understand how to underline his 

point with persuasive arguments or how to argue for a position he 

doesn’t support. 

“But, why should our means of transport be abolished?” I ask, 

gritting my teeth together. 

Jamie looks at me, not comprehending what I want from him. “But 

I already said: They shouldn’t be abolished. We need them so that we 

can go to places and have people bring us stuff.” He says this 

questioningly, knowing that I’m not satisfied with that answer, but 

not knowing why. 

“Jamie,” I say, trying hard to keep my temper and feeling horribly 

guilty at the same time. I shouldn’t be angry at him because he 
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doesn’t understand this, I should be able to explain this in a way so 

that he does. Instead of making him feel more stupid, I should be 

helping him believe that he’s smart. Like Zoe does. I try to be patient 

and explain again. “You’re not supposed to discuss why we should 

keep those means of transport, but why we should abolish them.” 

“I don’t understand.” 

And we try again. Jamie does make progress, but I’m not sure 

whether it is enough. At least he seems to grasp math, although it 

takes him ages to figure a problem out. If only he weren’t so slow, I 

think his math skills might be enough to raise his group. We try to 

practice more, but it doesn’t look as if he is getting much faster. I wish 

I knew what was going on in his head, what he was thinking. 

Then there’s the problem that the other children in the higher 

groups are already ahead by so much. When I ask him about what 

he’s learnt this school year, it is mostly material that I learned at the 

end of grade one or the beginning of grade two. Zoe assures me that 

the Gammas aren’t that far ahead, but that doesn’t ease my anxiety 

much. I try to teach him more advanced things, but that just makes 

Jamie more and more frustrated, which raises the tension even more. 

“I don’t understand this,” he whines, close to tears, when I try to 

explain for what seems like the tenth time how to solve simple 

equations. 

“Look, you just have to subtract five on both sides, so that the x is 

left alone – see? It’s easy.” 

“Well, I still don’t understand, Jo!” he snaps, flinging his pen 

down. 
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 “Well, you’d better understand! Because otherwise you’re not 

going to pass this examination with any other group than Delta! And 

maybe that’s just the way it is!” All the frustration and helplessness 

of the last few days flares up inside me. Can’t he see that I’m doing 

my best to help him?   

Jamie bursts into tears. I regret my outburst immediately. I start 

apologizing and try to take the words back. I try to explain that I am 

only so hard on him because I want him to succeed. I wish Zoe were 

here. I always seem to mess things up when she isn’t around. 

“You don’t think I can make it, do you, Jo?” His voice quivers. Tear 

streaks are drying on his cheeks. 

I curse myself. I probably just made him lose the little confidence 

he had. I choose my words carefully. 

“I think you can make it, actually. I wouldn’t be trying to help you 

if this were pointless, would I?” 

“Yes, you would,” Jamie says. He’s right, of course. But that 

doesn’t mean I don’t believe in him. He is smart, and often I think he 

might be much smarter than me. He notices the things that really 

matter. All I have to do is get him to see it, too. 

“You’re probably right,” I admit. “But I still know you can do this. 

Just let me explain it to you again.” 

So we continue to practice. Jamie’s set examination date is May 

twenty-third, two days before mine. Nine days before June first, the 

date when they are going to pick up the first people to take to the 

termination facilities. Rumors are that Concordia City will not be 

affected until about two weeks later. That as citizens of the Northern 



52 
 

Coalition’s capital, we even have the privilege of going to our deaths 

last. But I’m not taking any chances. If the Council said the date was 

June first, I’m not going to doubt it.  

That gives us a little less than two weeks left to train. 
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SEVEN 

Zoe 

 

Everything has gone kind of crazy. Everybody acts like they always 

do. Going to work or school or doing whatever else they’re usually 

up to. Talking about what kinds of food they prefer or whether to go 

swimming or to the zoo or some other horribly normal things. It’s 

totally nuts. As if the Council’s decision would go away if people 

ignored it. They don’t even make us hold debates on it at school like 

they always do with stuff on the news. Though this one might even 

be a topic for a good discussion. Hey, is it ethically okay to kill off a few 

people because we all made a mess of things and this just might help the 

environment recover? Oh, and if we have to kill off a few people anyway, 

why don’t we pick the ones we think are dumber? It would definitely be 

interesting. The type of debate the teachers always want, with lots of 
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excitement and arguments for both sides. Much better than a debate 

on how many resources should be sent to some city or other that was 

damaged by a storm – the kind of thing we usually have to do. I might 

even say something intelligent for a change. But everyone at school 

steadily ignores the topic. Only during breaks, usually when there’s 

no teacher around, they sometimes snap and their target is the person 

most obviously connected to the Council. I’m surprised how well Jo 

is holding up. But then again, she’s focused all her efforts on helping 

Jamie. Maybe she doesn’t have enough energy left to deal with all the 

people confronting her. She’s like a machine, determined to have 

Jamie absolve her training program. I don’t have the heart to tell her 

that some of the things she’s trying to get him to learn are much too 

difficult for him. She’s trying to teach him equations now. She insists 

the Betas and Alphas already learnt them that early, but I just don’t 

think Jamie is up to it yet. She can’t boost his group from Delta to 

Alpha in just a few weeks. Most likely, she’ll end up confusing Jamie. 

But Jo is determined and so is Jamie. Maybe it’ll work. And who am 

I to interfere, anyway? Jo’s much better than me when it comes to 

anything to do with school stuff. 

So I sit back and try to make sure that he at least learns the basics. 

And I think he’s getting better, I really do. Actually, he seems a lot 

smarter than I remember being at that age. I think the thing he lacks 

most is confidence. He’s so used to being in a low group and being 

told that he’s not as smart as people in the high ones that he’s starting 

to believe it. 
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That’s one of the saddest things about the group system, I think. 

You see so many people with potential, but because they’re sorted 

into their group so early on, they never get the chance to unfold it. 

They start believing that they really can’t do more, though in some 

cases, I’m sure they could. They’re like caterpillars, never leaving 

their chrysalis, while butterflies of the higher groups spread their 

wings and fly away, leaving them behind in the dust, on the ground 

far away so they will never catch up. Okay, I didn’t come up with 

that metaphor – Or is it a simile? - on my own. It was in some book I 

read once. But I think it describes being in a lower group pretty well.  

At home, things are more strained than usual, too. Our parents 

now make sure we do all our homework properly and go over it with 

us, something they never used to do before. Mom and Dad always 

said that it was our decision what to do with our lives and how much 

effort we wanted to put into school. As long as we were aware of and 

ready to deal with the consequences. We are old enough to make our 

own decisions, they said. I guess now, in the face of death, it’s 

different. A slip in the examination could cost us our lives. Before, 

Gamma was a mark of normalness, the largest group, the middle 

group, nothing special. Now, it makes the difference between life and 

death. Something for the lower groups to strive for and something 

for us Gammas to prize and make sure we keep. This new rule makes 

Zack go crazy, but I’m sort of glad. At least there’s something going 

on that shows things are not normal. That shows that our parents care 

about us. Not that I ever doubted that. But still. 
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It does make everyone edgy, though. At first I thought, sure, of 

course we’ll all get Gamma again. We never get anything else. But 

now doubt is starting to creep in, and I don’t like it one bit. 

Sometimes, when I’m in bed, I can hear my parents talking with each 

other in the living room. The walls are too thick for me to understand 

anything they say, but they sound worried. And that makes me 

worried, too. I never cared much about the examination before. Now, 

the thought of it fills me with dread. 

But at least we’re relatively safe. Safer than Jamie, anyway. 
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EIGHT 

Joanne 

 

Crazily enough, the first thing I feel when Jamie steps into the 

waiting room looking just like always with a black 𝛿 on his forehead 

is relief. Relief that this terrible period of waiting is finally over. That 

we no longer have to face the stress of trying to prevent this. Then 

horror washes over me as I realize what this means. 

Jamie falls into my arms with a blank expression on his face. “I 

didn’t make it.” He speaks with the same monotonous voice that my 

father used after my mother died. It is as if all life has drained out of 

him. He has lost all the hope he was clinging to. 
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“It doesn’t matter,” I tell him, the only thing I can think of saying 

right now. I hug him tighter. “I’ll think of something, I promise. Are 

you ready to leave?” 

Jamie gives a slight nod and starts walking to the exit, almost 

robotically. The lady at the reception desk and the few people in the 

waiting room give us sympathetic glances. A little blond girl, 

probably about two years younger than Jamie, clings to her parents, 

both Gammas, who have started to cry. The mark on her forehead 

identifies her as a Delta, too. Her parents must be worried sick that 

she’ll come out of that door like Jamie did, sentenced to death. It feels 

surreal. 

We walk outside. The examination building looks so graceful in the 

sunlight. Slender white columns and marble pictures decorate it. Like 

all government buildings, it looks so different from the identical dull 

gray houses most of us live in. I hate it. I hate that such a horrible 

place could look so pretty, when it is capable of destroying so many 

lives. 

I look around. Part of me is still hoping to see our father here, I 

realize. He gave no indication that he was coming, but Jamie is his 

son. How can he not be here? He acts as if he has completely forgotten 

that he has a family. I have hardly seen him during the last few days. 

He comes home very late, leaves before dawn and shuts himself in 

his room the rest of the time. I’m not sure whether he is avoiding us 

or whether he has a lot of work to do for the Council. I take it many 

people aren’t happy with it at the moment. In addition to all the 

Deltas and Epsilons, nearly everyone has family members who 
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belong to those groups. Intelligence may be hereditary to some point, 

but I guess even in Alpha families, there are exceptions who don’t get 

the good genes. How sad for them, I think bitterly. Losing their loved ones 

so that they won’t have to suffer from a problem that they are responsible 

for, too. The Alphas aren’t the ones being killed here. 

But my father isn’t here. The small square in front of the 

examination building is empty. The only person here is a statue of 

some long dead tribune, standing in a basin filled with water in the 

center of the square. He looks sad, missing an arm and standing there 

all by himself in the murky pond that is overgrown with algae. 

Maybe he knows what his descendants are doing and is disappointed 

in them. I shake my head. I must still be in shock. He is a statue. Of 

course he isn’t thinking that. Statues don’t think anything. Jamie and 

I are on our own here, with only the slight summer breeze for 

company. 

“Come on, Jamie,” I say lifelessly. “Let’s go home.” 

 

*** 

 

The shuttle hurtles over the tracks built especially for it. They used 

to call this technology high-speed rail, but somebody started calling 

the trains “shuttles”, and the name stuck. It’s about a ten minute ride 

home, despite the speed. Concordia City is large and all examination 

facilities are being used to the limit at the moment, so we couldn’t 

expect to be sent to the closest one. 
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I spend most of the time staring out of the window, watching the 

buildings outside blur by. I wonder what their inhabitants are 

thinking. Are any families inside about to be torn apart, like mine is? 

Are there any other people trying to practice for the examination with 

their children or siblings, dreading the inevitable? Jamie sits next to 

me, staring in the opposite direction. Maybe we are not so different 

from the statue, after all. We don’t seem to have any emotions 

anymore, either. Just staring into space, lifeless and empty. 

A Gamma takes the seat opposite me and I suddenly remember 

Zoe. She wanted to come with me to meet Jamie, but her father had 

his examination today as well. Of course the whole family had gone 

to meet him. While my father didn’t even bother to show up. 

Since she couldn’t be here, I promised to inform Zoe about Jamie’s 

result. I take out my digital and send her a short message. “𝛿”. Zoe 

will understand what I mean. I do not send anything to my father. If 

he had wanted to know, he should have come himself. Or he could 

have contacted Jamie or me. He knows when the examination ended 

and we always have our digitals with us, like we’re all supposed to. 

Everyone has a digital issued to them by the Northern Coalition 

once they turn five years old and start school. When the model used 

is too out of date or starts to malfunction, we are provided a new one. 

It stores relevant information, schoolbooks, enables us to 

communicate, can make videos – basically anything. There are even 

rumors that they include trackers, so that the Northern Coalition can 

trace lost people’s whereabouts. Sometimes, we are also supposed to 

turn assignments in by digital, to save resources, but we usually still 
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use paper. Someone once found out that writing things per hand 

stimulated important areas of the brain and I guess there wasn’t 

much discussion after that. Not with intelligence being one of the 

most important values of our society. Maybe too important, it seems 

now. Besides, most of the paper we use is recycled, anyway. 

I can’t believe I’m thinking about digitals and paper. My mind is 

grasping at the most obvious facts, trying to push away the situation 

at hand. If it is like this for me, what must it be like for Jamie? He has 

been under enormous strain the past few weeks and now he knows 

that he has been sentenced to death. And aside from worrying about 

himself, he is also worrying about me. He is afraid that I will be hurt 

if something happens to him and to keep me from worrying, he has 

kept up a brave face all the time. I know he’s doing it and he knows 

that I know. It is so stupid to be worrying about me when he should 

be worrying about himself. He shouldn’t have to deal with both of 

our fears. Not when someone his age shouldn’t have to be thinking 

about things like this at all. I awaken from my stupor and put an arm 

around his shoulders. They are much tenser than they should be, his 

muscles drawn taunt. I pull him closer, and he starts to sob. Quietly, 

but the people in the shuttle still stare at us. Then they turn their 

gazes away again, ashamed. They can all see the mark on his 

forehead. Even an Epsilon would be able to put two and two 

together. It reminds me of a phrase I once heard. Like a pig to the 

slaughter. Back when people still used to eat meat, they carted the 

animals away to be killed. The ones they took were often marked 
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with a certain color to distinguish them from the others. Jamie’s black 

𝛿 is marking him for slaughter. Everyone can see. 

I think about how ridiculous it is that we call eating meat barbaric 

now. That’s not why we stopped doing it originally. Meat production 

used a lot more space than growing crops if one wanted the same 

degree of nourishment and it wasn’t as good for the planet’s 

atmosphere. However no one can imagine eating another animal 

anymore. It would be almost like cannibalism. 

We can’t imagine slaughtering animals, but just watch silently 

while our government decides to slaughter its own people. Barbaric. 

My digital vibrates and a message from Zoe pops up on the screen. 

𝛾. I guess that makes the whole family. 

 Zoe’s tone seems almost like she feels guilty about this. Maybe she 

is, since, unlike mine, her family isn’t going to lose anyone. She, her 

mother, brother and sister have already had their examinations last 

week. I don’t know if there is a system to the dates selected for a 

person. If there is, I can’t see it. 

 I’m so sorry about Jamie. Do you want me to come over 

tonight? We can think of something – don’t worry. 

The message makes me feel a little better. At least I know I’m not 

alone. And if Zoe thinks there is hope left, then there is. 

“Everything is going to be okay, Jamie,” I whisper again, and hug 

him more tightly. The phrase might sound stupid and over-used, but 

somehow saying it makes me feel better. This time I almost believe it 

myself. I have to make everything work; I can make it work. I am 
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going to make sure that Jamie lives, even if that means leaving 

everything and everyone I know behind. 
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NINE 

Zoe 

 

The sky is beginning to darken. Streaks of red and orange are 

staining the horizon. It looks horribly like blood. But then again, my 

imagination is probably on over-drive from all the crazy stuff that’s 

been going on these past few weeks. It wouldn’t surprise me if I’d 

gotten brain damage from all that stress.  The evening air is starting 

to cool. The temperature is nice, rather than burning-up-

uncomfortable like it is during daytime. Jo and Jamie arrive a little 

later than I expected them to. Their shuttle must have been slightly 

late. An uncommon thing to happen in Concordia City. Jo’s eyes are 

red and Jamie stares at the ground. I don’t know if he actually sees 

any of the stuff he’s looking at. I don’t say anything. I wouldn’t know 
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what to. Instead, I pull both of them into a hug and we just stand 

there. The back of my shirt is getting wet. It takes me a second to 

grasp that those are Jo’s tears. Jo isn’t the kind of person who cries a 

lot. At least she doesn’t when she’s out in public. I wouldn’t know 

what she does when she’s alone. But with Jo, you usually get the 

feeling that she’s in control of the situation and has no need to cry. 

She’s too smart to let something stump her. I just have to remind her 

of that. 

After a while, Jo lets go. Just before I was starting to feel awkward. 

“Sorry,” she sniffs. She’s biting down on her lip and I can tell she’s 

trying hard to keep herself starting to cry full out. Probably trying to 

protect Jamie. She’s very predictable that way. 

“Come on,” I say. I don’t mention the tears. They’re already drying 

anyway. Only her blue eyes sparkle more than they used to, ringed 

by red, framed by white hair. I don’t think Jo realizes how pretty she 

is, even when she cries. She is always the practical one, not interested 

in how she looks. I don’t think she notices how boys sometimes look 

at her. I feel a twinge of jealousy, yet also relief. 

I usher them forwards, leading the way into Jo’s house. “I’ve 

already thought of some things.” I try to say this as cheerfully as 

possible. As if I had already formed a fully-fledged plan. But I did 

research a little bit and I’ve thought about this a lot. I know it’ll work. 

As long as I can convince Jo to give up her usual skepticism. She’s 

desperate, though. She’ll have to listen. And she must have had a 

back-up plan as well. It’s not like Jo not to think things through 
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completely. Even if she had been absolutely certain that Jamie would 

get upgraded to a higher group, she’d have a plan B up her sleeve. 

We enter and cross the hallway to the living room, heading straight 

for the stairs. Jo’s dad isn’t home yet. I guess that’s not really 

surprising. The Council must have its hands full at the moment. 

Though it is strange that he didn’t even come to Jamie’s examination. 

I’m sure that no matter what my parents were dealing with at work, 

they’d make sure they were there to pick us up from ours. Even Tasha 

and Zack made the time to come to mine, although Zack did grumble 

about missing a baseball game with his friends because of me. But he 

showed up, and I know that he would never really have missed it. 

But then again, my parents aren’t responsible for any laws trying to 

kill their kids off, either. My family may not have important Council 

members in it, but we stick together. And I’d take mine over some 

high group family any day. 

“I’m going to bed,” Jamie suddenly states. It’s the first time he has 

spoken since he and Jo arrived. Jo looks surprised, too. Maybe he 

hasn’t said anything before that, either. He doesn’t meet our eyes as 

he speaks and lacks his usual enthusiasm, but at least his voice is 

firm. He’ll get through this. He’s not letting his shock get to him. I 

feel proud, as if he were my own brother. Though he is sort of like 

family to me, I guess. Jo and I have dragged him along basically 

everywhere for as long as I can remember. When he’s older, he’ll 

probably be horrified to remember all the girly stuff we tried to inflict 

upon him. Although the hair ribbons never really stayed on well in 

his short hair. 
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Jo opens her mouth. “Are you sure? I don’t think...” 

Her voice breaks off. Because I stepped on her foot, probably. She 

glares at me. I try to give her a knowing glance and she sighs. The 

angry look fades. I can see her think about his request. I know she 

doesn’t want to let him out of her sight, is telling herself that he needs 

her comfort. She has always been totally overprotective of Jamie. 

Maybe because she lost her mother and their father is always so 

distant. It’s different from the relationship I have with my siblings. 

They like me and always try to boss me around, but they don’t hover 

over me like Jo does over Jamie. But it’s obvious that some time alone 

would be good for Jamie. The kid is making everything worse by 

trying to protect Jo – anyone can see that he’s trying not to lose it in 

front of her. The way he’s turning his face away, so that Jo can’t see 

his eyes. He need some time to think, maybe cry, in privacy. To deal 

with stuff before the pressure of trying to make things easy for 

everyone else becomes too much for him. Jo looks at her brother 

thoughtfully and I can tell that she realizes it, too. 

“Of course, Jamie.” She brushes her hand over his hair. “Just come 

to my room if you need anything.” 

 “Sleep tight!” I call after him as he shuts his door behind his back.  

Jo gives me a look. Maybe she thinks I’m being too cheerful, but 

where’s the point in moping about the situation when I can’t do 

anything about it? As long as there’s a plan, there’s hope. I’ve sort of 

got a plan, and Jamie could use some hope right now. 

We enter Jo’s room. It is identical to the one I share with Tasha, 

except that the shape is reversed, like in a mirror. Zack has the room 
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that corresponds to Jo’s in our house. Ours is where Jamie’s is. We 

even have the same bed, dresser and desk in it, the only difference 

being that we have two of everything, so it’s a lot more crowded. And 

because Jo’s a Beta, she also has a small board on one wall, where she 

can keep books she borrows from the school or public library. Of 

course, I’m also allowed to borrow books. They don’t want the 

Gammas and lower groups to stay completely stupid. They honestly 

try to teach us as much as they think we’re capable of. But we have 

to keep any books we bring home on our desks. The shelf is more 

symbolic, a sign of the unbridgeable gap between our groups. I’ve 

heard that the Alphas even have shelves decorated with carvings, 

something that is a luxury when we should be conserving resources 

and energy as much as possible. I don’t know if it’s true though. I 

suppose I could take a peek into Jo’s dad’s room, just to see, but that 

place has such a forbidden feeling to it, that I’m too much of a 

coward. Maybe I’ll ask Jo about it sometime, but she’s always kind of 

embarrassed when I bring up anything the high groups have and we 

don’t. I think she feels a little guilty about it sometimes. At least the 

Beta shelves look normal, like any other furniture we own: plain and 

practical. I still think it’s unfair, though. 

Jo and I flop down on her bed. It’s really the only place where you 

can sit comfortably for a longer period of time. The wooden floor is 

too hard – your butt really starts complaining if you sit there for too 

long. And the desk chair can only seat one of us at a time. I cross my 

legs and lean my back against the wall. I make sure to kick my shoes 

off, first, though. Jo is a total neat freak and would go nuts if I got dirt 
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on her bedspread. I don’t think my shoes are that dirty, but 

everything shows up on white. Even that beige white all of our 

fabrics are made of. Once, people had colored bedspreads and even 

clothes, but that was wasteful, they say. Dyeing them required 

special resources. 

“So,” I say, getting straight to the point. “Are you gonna run with 

him?” 

“I’ve thought about it,” she admits. She sounds unsure. “Do you 

think it’s a good idea? I may end up getting us both killed.” 

I understand where she’s coming from. Concordia City is the only 

place we’ve ever known, and it’s home. I know how much Jo loves it 

here. I love it here, too, but Jo is more reluctant than me when it comes 

to change. When we were younger, she used to freak out about going 

away for extended field trips. She said it made her feel nervous, not 

being able to sleep in her own bed. 

She doesn’t want to leave. And she’s probably doubting herself, 

again, like she always does. Sometimes, that can get really annoying, 

though it’s also one of her endearing qualities. She whines about how 

much she sucks at everything and then she ends up doing everything 

perfectly, so that others can only look on in envy. And now that Jamie 

is involved, she must be even more scared that she’s going to fail. 

She’s probably telling herself that won’t be able to get him to safety 

and that she’ll never be able to survive. But she doesn’t have a choice. 

She’ll have to face those fears. She’ll make it, like she always does in 

the end. 
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I give her a look, the exasperated one I reserve especially for her 

when she starts getting nervous and unsure about something again. 

“If you stay, Jamie is gonna die for sure. And I can tell you that you’re 

going to blame yourself for the rest of your life if he does. You were 

already a real mess after your mother died – just think about how 

you’d feel if Jamie were gone.” Maybe it’s harsh, bringing her mother 

into the picture, but Jo can handle it. She needs to see how important 

this is. Even if she probably already knows it, a reminder can’t hurt. 

She doesn’t look offended, though. 

“So you think I should risk it.” It’s a statement, not a question. 

“Duh,” I say. “Unless your smart Beta brain can come up with a 

better idea.” 

I can tell she’s thinking. Her eyebrows furrow together. She must 

have thought about this a lot already.  “It can’t actually,” she replies 

in a resigned voice. 

“Well, good,” I say matter-of-factly. Maybe good isn’t the best 

word to describe the situation, but now we can get down to business 

without Jo saying every few minutes that there must be a better way. 

She always does that, and it drives me nuts. Especially when she’s 

right. “Now that that’s settled, we can start making some plans as to 

how we’re going to do this. And if possible not be caught while doing 

it, like those people on the news.” 

Every week, there are more reports about Deltas and Epsilons 

trying to escape, people protesting against the government or riots in 

the streets. They always make sure that we see what they do with the 

offenders in the end. Probably trying to show what Ethan Monroe 
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meant by “serious consequences” facing those who didn’t support 

the Council’s decision. Like we didn’t know. But for the most part, I 

think their tactic is working. The escape rates haven’t gone down – I 

guess serious consequences aren’t very intimidating when you’re 

going to die anyway – but you hear about fewer and fewer people 

from higher groups trying to help the lower ones. I guess a bullet in 

the head isn’t worth the risk to most people.  

“All right, let’s get started then,” Jo says. I’m glad she’s getting into 

the spirit of things. 

 “Well, the first thing I thought of is that it probably wouldn’t make 

sense for you to stay on the island.” I’m in my element now. A chance 

to charge of things is always good and even though the situation at 

hand is grave, I can’t help liking the opportunity to plan things 

through. 

Jo nods in agreement. Concordia City stretches over a huge island, 

once called Greenland. Or to be more precise, all that was left of it 

after the ice caps melted and the oceans swallowed so much of the 

Earth’s landmass. As the capital, it is always bustling with people, 

especially officials. Much as Jo probably wants to stay, nobody would 

be able to hide here for long before somebody found them. 

“So, I guess our first step is to figure out how to leave Concordia 

City,” I conclude. 

“That leaves either the planes or the boats,” Jo says, cottoning on. 

“Well, yes.” I’m a little put out that she thought of this so quickly. 

But then again, this is Jo. It shouldn’t surprise me that she’s already 

come up with most of the things I have. And this will make planning 
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a lot easier. I won’t have to explain every step to her. But still, I can’t 

help retorting at least something. “Unless you want to swim across 

the ocean,” I add slyly. 

Jo rolls her eyes at the awfulness of my joke and I grin. “Not really,” 

she says. “Although Jamie might find the fish interesting.”  

“That’s true – it would be the perfect entertainment for along the 

way. So you don’t get bored.” Jamie used to spend hours watching 

the fish swim in that aquarium they have at school for doing lab 

experiments. Those stupid looking ones with the bulging eyes. 

“Well,” I say again, trying to get back on topic, “I think we can 

forget the planes. Luggage and passengers are always checked very 

thoroughly, and even if you managed to sneak onto one in the short 

time it’s docked at the airport, they also have IR-scanners on board 

to scan for body heat.” I feel proud to actually know this. If you’d 

asked me five days ago, you’d probably have gotten a blank look 

when mentioning IR-scanners to me. “It would be a miracle to escape 

on that. We’ll have to focus on the boats.” 

“When you say ‘we’,” Jo asks cautiously, “does that mean you’re 

planning to come with us?” 

I avert my eyes. That’s the question I’ve mulled over most, the one 

I was hoping she wouldn’t ask. Of course, I would have had to tell 

her sometime, but I was kind of hoping that sometime wouldn’t be 

now. She must think I’m abandoning her. 

“I thought about it,” I confess, feeling awful. “You’re my best 

friend and I really like Jamie, too. But I would miss my family and 

my plan will work better if someone stays behind with a cover story, 
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so that you have more time until they notice you’re gone. And 

besides, once they start looking for you, which they’re bound to 

because your dad’s a tribune, and someone does see you, I think 

you’re less likely to be recognized without me there, too. Your hair is 

conspicuous enough as it is and combined with a black girl and a boy 

fitting Jamie’s description…” I pause my monologue to take a breath 

and open my mouth to keep going. I know I’m babbling, but I can’t 

help it. 

“Zoe,” Jo sighs, before I can prattle on about any other reasons I 

should stay behind. 

I study Jo’s bed some more, as if its white cover were the most 

interesting thing I’ve ever seen. I don’t meet her eyes. “Yeah?” I ask. 

I pick a piece of fluff off the bedspread and flick it onto the floor. 

“I don’t blame you for staying behind, you know.” She says it 

quietly. How does she know that I think that she thinks that? 

“I never said – “, I interrupt her, but this one time Jo continues to 

speak, ignoring me. 

“I know you didn’t say that I blamed you, but if you didn’t think I 

might, you wouldn’t be looking so desperately for reasons you 

should stay.” 

I lower my head to my chest. If only she knew. If only she knew the 

biggest, most important reason why I don’t want to come. The one 

that rips my chest apart whenever I think of it. “You’re my best 

friend,” I finally mutter. “I should be helping you get through this.” 

I know I should. But I’m being selfish, and letting that selfishness stop 

me. 
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Jo grabs my shoulders. I look up at her. Her gaze is earnest, hard. 

It makes me uncomfortable, the way she’s looking at me so directly. 

“You are helping me get through this,” Jo says. “You helped me teach 

Jamie with more patience than I ever could have had, and even when 

that failed, you didn’t give up. You’re helping me come up with a 

plan now and you’re willing to risk your life to cover up for us. I’d 

be stupid if I didn’t see how much you were helping me.” Leave it to 

her to make me sound like some amazing person I’m not. As if I’m 

not the most selfish, cowardly person on the planet. I can’t tell her 

that, though. That is one secret Jo will never, ever know.  

“I guess.” I give her a faint smile. 

“Well, I know,” she says with conviction. No she doesn’t. She 

doesn’t know half of it. “And if it makes you feel any better, it makes 

me feel a lot better if I am not breaking up another family and 

dragging my best friend into some reckless escape plan and get her 

killed along with my brother and myself.” 

“Hey!” This is something I won’t let her get away with. I grin, a 

mocking smile spreading across my face. “Watch out when you call 

this plan reckless! I was the one who planned it, remember? And you 

haven’t even heard all of it yet.” 

“Is that supposed to make me feel better?” Jo jokes. I punch her in 

the arm. I’m glad and also disappointed she doesn’t seem to be taking 

the news that I’m abandoning her badly. 

“Fine, fine,” she gives up. She stretches her arms out protectively 

in front of herself, yielding off further punches. “Let’s hear the rest of 

this brilliant plan of yours.” 



75 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

TEN 

Joanne 

 

On Tuesday, Zoe comes up to me during break. 

“Did it work?” I ask. “Is she going to do it?” 

“I think so – but only if Mrs. Culpepper gives her permission.” 

“Well, she is an Alpha. What do you expect? She can’t just not go 

by the book without risking her status. What did you tell her, 

anyway?” 

Zoe grins. “Not something too different from the truth. I just told 

her that as your brother was a Delta, we wanted to spend some time 

with him before – you know.” 
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I nod my head. Of course I know – everyone does. But I’m grateful 

that Zoe didn’t use the word death. 

“Melanie was already pretty sympathetic by then,” Zoe goes on. 

“Turns out she had some great-aunt who was a Delta, whom she was 

pretty close to before she died. Anyway, then I told her some story 

about how Jamie had always loved this book where these kids go 

camping – I couldn’t quite remember the title.” 

“Naturally,” I grin. “Why remember a title of a book that doesn’t 

exist?” 

Zoe grins back. “Yeah, well, then I told her that we wanted to make 

his last few days very special and maybe go camping. And did she 

think that maybe we could borrow one of the school’s expedition kits 

so we could have a tent and sleeping bags and stuff.” 

“And? What did she say?” 

“Well, she didn’t look too pleased at first – that Alpha stuff’s 

practically sacred. But then she figured that since you would be there, 

it would probably be okay. She seems to have a pretty good opinion 

of you, actually. I have no idea why,” she adds, giving me that rascal 

look she puts on whenever she teases me about something. 

Zoe might have meant that as a joke, but I actually find it touching 

that Melanie Greene has taken enough notice of me to think that I’m 

nice. Melanie is always friendly to everyone and ready to help out 

and of course she knows me from our classes, but she is an Alpha. 

One of only two in our year at school. I guess I just assumed that she 

wouldn’t think much of me as a Beta. Apparently, I was wrong. 
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“Well, I’ve got hidden talents,” I say to Zoe, making my voice deep 

and mysterious. “I’m sure Melanie can sense these things.” 

“Yeah,” Zoe answers skeptically. “And I’m not sure whether the 

stress might not be starting to be too much for you, since you’re 

starting to believe that. Did you have any luck in the library?” 

“Not really,” I sigh. “I must have looked through the whole 

nautical section yesterday, but I didn’t find anything useful other 

than the basic schematics most of the ship types used today. There’s 

nothing on when and where which ships will dock.” I sigh again. “It 

was pretty much a complete waste of time. Are you sure we shouldn’t 

just use our digitals?” 

Zoe gives me a look. “We discussed that already, Jo. It’s really easy 

to do a trace on those! And once they realize you’ve disappeared, 

they’ll probably check yours and all the people’s you frequently have 

contact with to try to find any information leading to your 

whereabouts. And if they see that you were looking for information 

on specific ships lately… It’s too risky. We’ve got to do this the old 

fashioned way. And I’m not sure whether the information we’re 

looking for is available to the public, anyway.” 

I groan. “Fine. I knew you would say that. I was only asking to 

remind myself that I wasn’t being overly careful and paranoid with 

this and that I’m putting up with all this annoyance for a reason. At 

least I found an old atlas with plenty of maps in it, even if it is very 

out of date. Since I don’t know where we’re going, I thought it might 

be a good idea to have the opportunity to get a little help finding out 

where I am and how to continue once we get there. Especially since 
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we have to leave our digitals behind, where they can’t track them,” I 

say bitterly. 

“Cool!” Zoe exclaims, ignoring my comment on digitals. “Can I see 

it?” 

“It’s at home. I checked it out yesterday. We’ll probably have to cut 

the cover off, though. Otherwise they might be able to trace the 

library chip.” 

“Good idea,” Zoe says. “I hadn’t thought of that. I’ll come over 

tonight and help you do it and then I can also have a closer look at 

the atlas.” As she skips around the corner to her next class, I’m not 

sure whether she is more excited about seeing the maps or cutting the 

atlas apart. 

 

We continue to make plans and get more supplies all day. In the 

afternoon, about fifteen minutes after our last lesson has ended, 

Melanie comes to find me with a camping kit in her hand. 

“I’m so sorry about your brother,” she gushes. Her blue-green eyes 

staring from the midst of freckles in her face tell me she’s sincere. “I 

hope this will at least make him happy. I’m sorry I can’t do more.” 

“That’s okay,” I tell her, even though “okay” probably isn’t the 

most accurate word to describe my current situation. Melanie doesn’t 

really buy it, either, judging by the skeptical look she gives me. 

“Let me explain how to use the kit,” she says in a more businesslike 

tone. “There is a manual if you use your digital to scan this code,” – 

she points to a black and white tag which is sewn onto the back of the 

large green backpack that holds everything – “but I think it’d still be 
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better if I explained the basics.” She brushes a red curl out of her face, 

a habit of hers when she starts to talk about something. Then she 

launches into a longwinded explanation about how to use and store 

sleeping bags, how to put up the tent, how to use the medical kit and 

water purification liquid, water bottles and more. I doubt we would 

have needed all that if we were really only going camping, but now 

I’m very grateful that Alphas tend to give extremely thorough and 

detailed instructions. I listen carefully and ask questions when I don’t 

fully understand something. Melanie seems genuinely pleased with 

my interest and answers gladly. I store everything to memory and try 

to think of everything else I still need to complete our supply kit, 

During the past few days, Zoe, Jamie and I have also been saving 

as much food as possible. Since our rations are specifically calculated 

by age and size to ensure good health, but no more, we won’t be able 

to get any extras other than the few emergency rations stored in the 

house. Luckily, my father hasn’t shown up at the breakfast or dinner 

table this week, otherwise he might have started to wonder why 

Jamie and I always eat pretty dry and bland things. Jamie especially 

loves spicy food, so I’m sure that even Dad would have gotten 

suspicious, even though he usually never pays much attention to 

what we order. Zoe has also gotten the rest of her family to help. 

Tasha and Zack know and support what we’re planning and I think 

her parents suspect, but probably prefer not to know. So altogether, 

we have already managed to collect enough to fill my schoolbag. It 

still won’t last for a long time, but it’s better than nothing. 
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We also spend much time in the library, trying to find more 

information about how to leave and where to go. I also read a lot 

about survival training, landscapes, heavily populated areas, boats 

and more, trying to cram as much of it into my head as possible. I 

know that Zoe is right when she says that we cannot take our digitals 

with us, but it is hard having to leave mine behind. I’m so used to 

being able to look up information whenever I need to. Now, all I’ll 

have is what I have stored in my head. I just hope that’ll be enough. 

We spend every minute we’re not sleeping, at school or the library 

at my house or Zoe’s, going through everything we can think of again 

and again and trying to come up with a good cover story. Zoe agrees 

that it would be best to leave on Friday or Saturday, since there’s no 

school the day afterwards. That way, we will have more time until 

my absence is noticed. I should simply tell my father that Jamie and 

I will spend the night at Zoe’s as a goodbye treat. He will assume that 

we’ve stayed longer when we don’t come home the next day. If we’re 

lucky, Zoe won’t have to confirm this story at all and say that she 

never heard anything about me coming. Just to be on the safe side, 

we still come up with more details and back-up stories. Once they 

start to interrogate you, they’ll make sure to do it thoroughly. 

On Friday, Zoe decides we’re as ready as we’ll ever be. It’s time to 

put our plan into action. 
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ELEVEN 

Joanne 

 

We stand hidden in the shadows of some large container on one of 

the piers of Unity Port, Concordia City’s biggest and main place of 

trade and transportation by ship. I wasn’t sure if it was the best idea 

to select Unity, since as the most important port, it is also the most 

busily visited. However, now I realize that Zoe was right to suggest 

it. There are ships, cargo containers, luggage and whatnot as far as 

the eye can see. Stacks and stacks of crates, barges and boxes loom 

from the cold, yellow-blue light that the lampposts spaced every few 

meters cast on them. It should be easy to conceal ourselves from 

prying eyes here and to find some ship that suits our purpose, despite 

the lanterns. There are more than enough places to hide and besides, 
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now, in the middle of the night, there appears to be no one else here. 

The port is deserted. 

Getting here without raising suspicion also went a lot more 

smoothly than Zoe and I dared to hope. There was only one old 

woman – a Gamma returning home from a late shift, by the looks of 

it - in our part of the shuttle, and she was fast asleep. Normally, I 

would have woken her. It is extremely annoying when you miss your 

stop and have to take a shuttle all the way back, especially at night 

when they don’t run as often. Today, I was glad to leave her asleep. 

There was nobody present who would have had reason to wonder 

what three schoolchildren were doing there in the middle of the 

night, one of them carrying a huge backpack and the other two a 

bulging schoolbag each. 

Now, Zoe takes off the backpack and sets it down at my feet. 

“Are you sure you can do this?” she asks, and I’m surprised to hear 

that her voice is shaking slightly. Nothing usually bothers Zoe. 

“Of course,” I answer, sounding more confident than I really am. 

“We must have gone through this at least a dozen times by now.” 

Zoe suddenly flings her arms around me and bursts into tears. 

“Oh, Jo,” she sobs, her voice breaking. “I’m going to miss you so 

much.” 

My throat is very tight as I hug her back. I must be squeezing her 

so hard that she can hardly breathe, but Zoe doesn’t complain. “Me 

too,” I say, as tears trickle down my cheeks. “You’re the best friend I 

ever had.” 



83 
 

There is so much more that I want to tell her, but can’t put into 

words. How she was the only person who stood up for me at school 

when I needed it, even though she didn’t even know me at first, how 

she saw something other than that perfect, boring Beta girl in me, 

how I might not have gotten over my mother’s death and my father’s 

resulting depression without her, how great she always was with 

Jamie, how brilliant, how smart, how funny. I don’t know what I 

would have done without her. All the times we spent at each other’s 

houses, the late night whispered conversations, the holo-movies we 

saw together, trips to the park and the library, and hundreds of 

shared school lunches. The muscles in my chest contract as I become 

fully aware of everything that I am about to leave behind. Including 

my best friend. Leaving Zoe is probably the hardest of them all.  I 

can’t get the words out, though, but I think Zoe probably already 

knows anyway. 

“Just promise me, that you won’t die,” Zoe chokes out. “Promise 

me that you and Jamie will get away and live happily ever after.” 

“Zoe…” She knows fully well that I can’t promise something like 

that, something that is not under my control. 

“Just promise,” Zoe insists stubbornly, sounding more like her 

usual self. 

I sigh in defeat. “All right. I promise.” At least I’m definitely going 

to try. 

Zoe squeezes my shoulders and says, “Take care of yourself. When 

all this is over, we’ll see each other again, I know it.” It is so like Zoe 

to still believe in a rosy future, even when everything seems hopeless. 
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I don’t contradict her, though. It’s good to have something to cling 

to, even if it doesn’t look like this will ever be “over” until over a fifth 

of our population has been eliminated. Murdered. And afterward, I 

don’t think it would be the best idea to show up with a Delta after 

having escaped and undermined the Council’s plans, either. 

Zoe lets go of me and walks over to Jamie. He has been very quiet 

the last hour or so, but that’s not surprising. He’s not used to being 

up this late and must be dead on his feet. He can hardly keep his eyes 

open. 

“Bye, Jamie.” She gathers him into her arms and holds him even 

tighter than she squeezed me, if that’s even possible. “Take care of 

your sister for me. Don’t let her do anything stupid.” She shoots a 

short glare at me. Tears are still glistening in her eyes. 

“I won’t,” Jamie says, his eyes round. I think he’s only now starting 

to realize that we are truly leaving, going somewhere we’ve never 

been to before. “Thanks for helping me, Zoe.” He gazes earnestly up 

at her and then reaches into the back pocket of his schoolbag. 

It is another drawing, a bit wrinkled, but still beautiful. This time, 

Jamie did the picture in color, something he rarely does because 

colored pencils are very scarce. They only give them to you once, 

when you start school, and you are expected to make them last until 

you finish. They’re not used that often, just to draw diagrams or maps 

or to make the layout of an important paper more obvious. 

Nevertheless, the pencils are not something you can waste. 

Again, the drawing shows Zoe and me, but this time, Jamie is 

sitting between us. All of us are smiling. 
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“It’s so you can remember us,” Jamie tells Zoe, who looks ready to 

choke up again. 

“Thank you Jamie,” she whispers. She carefully smooths the page 

with her hands and pockets it. “But I would never have forgotten you 

without it, anyway.” 

She draws us both into a last hug and then she walks away, looking 

back over her shoulder before disappearing behind a big white 

storage facility. Jamie and I are on our own now. 

 

Zoe leaving has left a hollow emptiness in me, but I still know we 

must act. I stare at the ship moored next to us. NCS Triton, the large 

black letters on its battered side read. It is a small vessel compared to 

other Northern Coalition ships, but it still seems enormous to me. Its 

white form looms over us, somewhat menacing. Zoe and I had 

actually decided on taking something larger, since more people 

abroad mean an easier chance to blend in, but the bigger ships at 

Unity Port all look a lot more modern than the Triton. Even Zoe 

agreed that it was best to take something older, where the newest 

devices cannot detect blind passengers as easily and there are 

probably corners to hide in that aren’t checked as thoroughly. 

Nobody would want to do any harm to an old ship like that, so 

security is much more lax. At least I hope so. 

The Triton definitely seems like that type of ancient ship to me. Its 

sides are so battered that it looks like they were deliberately pelted 

with stones. The white paint is starting to peel in some places, 

showing rusted spots of metal underneath. Limp green algae covers 
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the ship’s bottom part up until a few inches above the water line, 

swishing side to side with the small ocean waves. It must usually be 

more submerged in the water than now. The solar panels are covered 

in grime, too, or at least, the portion of them I can see is. It must make 

them even more inefficient than usual. The sails look all right, 

though. The white canvas has already started to yellow and there are 

several carefully sewn patches on it, but on the whole, it makes the 

impression of being neat and cared for. I’m glad. While researching, 

I read that the sails are more important for propulsion than the 

energy generated by the solar panels. Since it is so stormy out on the 

ocean, the panels often don’t get much light and therefore the energy 

produced is just enough to sustain the ship’s other key systems: 

lights, food distribution, navigation and so forth. Almost every ship 

now has to rely mostly on its sails to move forward, except those few 

government ones which are allowed to use fossil fuels in emergencies 

to be able to travel much faster. However, sneaking onto one of those 

would have been impossible. We will have to make do with a longer 

trip – probably a couple of weeks – rather than trying to force 

ourselves onboard a high security vessel. But first, we have to get on 

this ship. 

“Come on, Jamie, let’s move.” Jamie nods sleepily. I steer him over 

to the green containers standing on the pier next to us, which Zoe 

thinks contain sacks of grain. I fervently hope that Zoe is correct 

about this being the Triton’s future cargo and not something that has 

already completed its journey, about to be distributed to facilities all 

around Concordia City. After all, we don’t grow crops here. 
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Concordia City takes up the whole island. There is no agricultural 

space left. However, I know that a lot of freight is shipped via 

Concordia City. As it is the capital, ships from all over the world 

come here, so it is a good place to move goods from one ship to 

another. When Zoe was here yesterday afternoon, she said this cargo 

was brought here from another ship and from similar processes and 

conversations she observed, she thinks it must be loaded onto the 

Triton early tomorrow morning. Or today, actually. 

“We have to climb in there?” Jamie asks incredulously as he stares 

up at the container. “How are we supposed to get up there? It’s really 

high!” 

“Don’t worry,” I say, seeing that he is about to panic. I try to sound 

reassuring, even though I’m not that far from panicking myself. “Zoe 

said these things have rungs somewhere, so you can climb up if you 

want to check on the cargo.” I walk around one of the containers and 

sure enough, there is a simple iron ladder on one of the shorter sides, 

painted green like the rest of the container. 

“See, Jamie? This is really easy to climb. You can even make it with 

your bag.” 

Jamie nods, relieved. 

“Do you want to go up first?” I offer. “I’ll come right behind you.” 

Jamie nods again, grabs a rung and starts to move upwards. A 

minute or so later, we are both sitting on top of large white sacks, 

made of a rough, stringy material. It looks and feels like Zoe was right 

about this being a grain transport. 
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“Do we have to hide now?” Jamie asks. I feel a sense of pride that 

he listened so closely to what he is supposed to do and remembers it, 

despite his tiredness. 

“Not now,” I tell him. “I think we can wait about two more hours. 

Zoe said she heard that the first workers arrive at around 4:30.” 

“Okay.” Jamie says. “Is it okay if I sleep till then?” 

“Of course.” My eyes scan the dock, watching the waves slap up 

against the concrete. They’re touching the border of the home we will 

soon leave behind. If all goes well. “I’ll wake you up when it’s time.” 

Jamie closes his eyes and snuggles into the sacks, or at least tries to 

as best as he can. They’re not exactly very comfortable and I’m not 

looking forward to the prospect of staying buried under several for 

quite a few hours. They aren’t very light, either. I hope they won’t be 

too heavy for us. 

A few seconds later, Jamie’s eyes open again. “Jo?” 

“What is it, Jamie?” 

“Are you sure that they won’t stack the containers on top of one 

another? I saw a whole bunch of stacked ones when we came to the 

port and if the put another container on top of ours…” 

“They won’t stack the containers, Jamie,” I try to reassure him, 

even though that’s something I worried about as well. I just hope that 

my explanation for it is sound. 

“How do you know?” The light from the lampposts reflects the fear 

in his face.  

“You see that ship?” I ask him, pointing to the Triton. Jamie nods. 

“Well, look at those big plates on the side. Those are the cargo bay 
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doors. They’ll slide the containers in through those. Do you notice 

something?” 

Jamie just looks at me blankly. 

 “See how high they are. That tells you about how high the cargo 

bay is. And these containers are already so large, it would be pretty 

hard to squeeze in two on top of each other. They would scratch the 

ship’s ceiling off, if they tried. That’s why it’s good that the ship is a 

very small one.” 

Jamie looks at me. “It’s big.” Skepticism is written all over him. 

“Well, yeah,” I admit. “But other ships are much bigger. Compared 

to those, this one is small.” 

“So they won’t stack the containers?” He still doesn’t look sure. 

“No, they won’t.” At least I hope I’m right and the doors aren’t 

much smaller than the actual bay, contrary to all ship’s schematics 

I’ve looked at over the past couple of days. 

“Okay,” Jamie says and snuggles back into the sacks. Within a 

couple of seconds, he is sound asleep, his chest slowly rising and 

falling with his even breaths. He looks so innocent and vulnerable 

lying there, and I swear to myself that I will get him to safety, 

whatever it takes. 
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TWELVE 

Zoe 

 

The whole way home, I fight back tears. I feel as if someone has 

stolen my insides, twisted them apart and replaced them all mangled 

and broken. I sure hope I don’t look as crappy as I feel because if I 

do, someone’s definitely going to notice that things aren’t exactly 

normal. Great way to stay inconspicuous, Zoe. Bawling your eyes 

out. That’s really going to make sure that other people won’t look at 

you. Thankfully, the shuttle’s empty, so no one can see. 

I thought Jo leaving might make things easier, and it’s definitely 

what’s best for Jamie. But right now, all it does is hurt. I hold onto the 

picture Jamie gave me and clutch it to my chest. Maybe I should be 

embarrassed, since I’m acting like one of those sentimental grandmas 
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in old movies, but my brain tries to ignore that. Trying to fake my 

normalness to myself. I run my fingertips over his neat lines again 

and again, tracing Jo’s arm around my shoulder, the smile her lips 

are parted in. 

I don’t know when I first started to realize that Jo was pretty. It 

snuck up on me. One minute she was this quiet kid with bouncing 

blond pigtails and the next, she was – stunning. I hated it. I had never 

looked at my best friend this way before and I definitely didn’t want 

to now. It was wrong. I didn’t want these damn feelings. I was a girl, 

for god’s sake, and so was Jo! Why couldn’t I be normal like everyone 

else? We could have grown up together, married, bought houses next 

to each other and our kids could have played with each other and 

become best friends, just like us. The future Jo and I had planned out 

meticulously, over and over again, when we were kids. Okay, back 

then we’d also planned on living in castles – Jo’s a green science 

laboratory and mine a purple palace. But the basics of that dream – 

those still sounded good and at least relatively realistic now. It 

should be the perfect future, the one I want. Instead, I had to ruin 

everything by getting a huge crush on my best friend. As hard as I 

tried to fight it, it just didn’t work. Some part of me kept me from 

having the future I’d dreamed of and made me long for one I knew I 

could never, ever, have.  

I tried to act normal. I acted so overly normal that it was surprising 

no one ever noticed that something was off. It must have worked 

pretty well, I think, because I don’t think Jo suspected. We still had 

fun together and did the stuff we’d always done. Sometimes, it was 



92 
 

so easy to pretend that nothing had changed. And of course it hadn’t, 

not for Jo. But it had for me. It didn’t feel like before, even though 

outwardly, it was no different at all. The secret was always there, 

lurking in the background threatening to destroy our normalness. A 

secret I could never tell. Our friendship meant everything to me. 

Since that day Jo first decided to sit next to me at lunch, there was 

never really any going back, I guess. It’s funny how you can be 

friends when you’re so different. I think of all the things I will lose, 

now that Jo is gone. No more sleepovers, giggling under my blankets 

and watching movies on my digital until Tasha stalks angrily out of 

our room because we won’t let her sleep. No more shared ball games, 

swimming practices. No more giggling conversations about the 

Droner and his latest escapades. No more trips to the zoo with Jamie. 

But I know I made the right decision. By not accompanying them. 

As much as this sucks, I couldn’t have put up with all this pretense 

much longer. Being alone with Jo for such a long time, with only 

Jamie for company? I’d have cracked. I’d have had to tell her 

sometime. And I’m not sure she would have understood. 

The shuttle ride home is much faster than the one to the port. Or at 

least, it seems that way. I’m sure it must have travelled at the speed 

of light, at least. I can just hear my science teachers complaining about 

that thought. Nothing is faster than the speed of light, Zoe. You need to 

learn to express yourself more scientifically. They always have something 

to find fault with in my essays. Clearly, they’ve never been on this 

train. It really is fast. I’m not sure if that’s a good thing, or bad. It is 

safer for me – the less time I’m out in the open, the better. If no one 
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sees me, there will be no one who can prove that I had something to 

do with Jo’s and Jamie’s disappearance. But I liked being on that 

shuttle alone. It gave me time to think, just by myself. With the world 

whizzing past the windows and the whirring of the shuttle the only 

sound around me. 

Of course, I can think at home, too. But there’s always somebody 

there. Not that I don’t like my family – I couldn’t think living without 

them. I’d miss that there’s constantly something going on around me. 

Even if it’s only our bickering at each other or Zack’s stupid 

escapades and our parents shouting at him afterwards. Actually, 

those can be quite fun. I can’t imagine what it must feel like to be an 

only child. It’s probably awful – I’d be bored all the time and I 

wouldn’t want my parents focusing all their attention on me, either. 

I want to have my siblings around. But sometimes, I long for some 

time alone. 

There are times when I wonder if maybe everyone can read minds; 

everyone except me. That they enjoy their secret quietly, staring into 

other people’s heads. Laughing at the crappy stuff everyone else is 

thinking. That only I am oblivious and people are watching me, 

enjoying the secrets I don’t know to keep from them. Sometimes I 

think things and am embarrassed by the idea that someone, my 

parents, Tasha, or Zack, could be listening in. I know it’s stupid. But 

sometimes it feels that way. 

The door of our house clicks shut behind me as I sneak in. I take 

my shoes off quietly and try to tiptoe across the hall without making 
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too much noise. Tasha will kill me if I wake her up. She has the early 

shift today. 

“Zoe?” I jump, completely startled. The living room is dark and I 

can just make out the shape of someone on the couch. We’re not 

allowed electricity at night. I didn’t expect anyone to be up. 

“Mom?” I sound all sniffy. Just great. Now she’s going to start 

prying to find out what’s wrong. I clear my voice. “Why are you still 

up? Where’s Dad?” That sounds better. Maybe a little rude, but they 

can attribute that to my teenager hormones. Dad always says I have 

an especially strong case of those, rivaled only by Zack. 

“Coming back from the bathroom,” a voice behind me answers, 

making me jump again. 

“Dad! Don’t sneak up on me like that!” Never mind the hormones. 

They deserve rude. 

“Sorry.” He doesn’t sound sorry at all. More like amused. “But you 

gave us quiet a scare, too, when we noticed you weren’t in bed. And 

Tasha refused to tell us anything. You can’t blame your old Dad for 

being worried.” 

I feel a little guilty. I didn’t think they’d notice. It’s the middle of 

the night. Why can they sleep like normal people would? “It’s my 

business what I do at night,” I say. It’s weird to have them come 

stalking after me. I wanted to sneak back in without anyone noticing 

I was gone. My parents were supposed to be truthfully able to say 

that they didn’t know anything, in case somebody comes around 

asking questions. 
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“We know, honey,” Mom says. She has gotten up from the couch 

and walked over to Dad, so that they’re standing in front of me. A 

united front against the naughty daughter. “But we were worried 

about you.”  

I roll my eyes, even though they probably can’t see it in the dark. 

“Now is not a time to be sneaking about. We have to be careful 

what we say and do. The government is very strict at the moment. 

It’s dangerous! You have to be careful! We just wanted to make sure 

you got home safe.” She’s using her preachy voice that has been 

driving Zack nuts the last couple of days. 

“Yeah, well, I’m home now. So you can go back to bed.” I don’t 

know why I’m pushing them away like this. It’s actually really nice 

to know that my parents are there to back me up and take care of me 

– at least it would be if that didn’t mean them interfering with 

everything. But better this way around than having snotty parents 

that don’t care about their kids at all, right? Something is blocking me 

from telling them that, though. A horrible, noisy, roaring monster in 

my head, that makes me feel lousy and is telling my parents to leave 

me alone and mind their own business, so I can go to bed and hide 

under my covers, preferably for the rest of my life. 

“Is Joanne gone?” my Dad asks, ignoring me. 

I burst into tears. So much for thinking I could hold it together and 

sneak upstairs without anyone bothering me. I try to stop, but the 

tear in my chest seems to widen into a gaping hole. 

“Oh, honey…” Mom pulls me into a hug and lets me cry. She feels 

nice and soft. Maybe it’s good that they waited for me after all. Her 
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arms are a safe haven, as if I were five years old again and my mom 

was telling me that no matter what other people (in other words: 

Dennis O’Leary) say, being a Gamma does not make me stupid and 

that I’m just as nice, clever and smart as those people are, if not more. 

“You were a great friend, you know,” Dad tells me. “I’m sure she 

was really glad you were there for her.” It’s one of those typical Dad-

sentences that are actually nice but just make you cringe with 

embarrassment. And in this case, it’s a statement I don’t really want 

to think about. I try to change the subject. 

“You weren’t supposed to know about it,” I sniff. 

“Well, we’re your parents. I’d say we’re supposed to know what 

our daughter is up to.” 

“You were all acting a little strange,” Mom adds. “Tasha and Zack 

included. And it was fairly obvious that you were planning to help 

Jamie from the beginning, even if he didn’t pass the examination as a 

Gamma.” 

“Oh.” I guess it was a little dumb to think that they wouldn’t notice. 

There always overly interested in anything Tasha, Zack and I are up 

to. If I do something as simple as wear my hair a different way, they 

comment on it. It can be annoyingly creepy. You can never keep 

anything to yourself. But still, I guess I’d rather have parents that care 

enough about me to be interested in what I do than someone like Jo’s 

dad, who just stands around hopelessly when people try to cart his 

son off for murder. 

“Get to bed,” Mom tells me. “We can talk about this in the 

morning.” 
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“Rest assured we won’t turn you in,” Dad says. I’m almost sure 

that he’s winking at me at the same time. I roll my eyes, even though 

he can’t see that in the dark. He’s always trying to be funny, but isn’t. 

Only Mom laughs at his jokes, and I think that’s more out of love for 

him than because of his sense of humor. 

“Good night.” I walk up the stairs. Slowly, so I won’t trip in the 

dark. 

“Good night, Zoe. We love you.” 

I creep into our room, careful not to wake Tasha, slip into my 

nightgown and crawl under the covers. I snuggle into them, but it 

takes a long time until I finally fall asleep.  
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  THIRTEEN 

Joanne 

 

I wake up very uncomfortably, wondering what on Earth made my 

covers become this heavy. I feel awful, like I’m bruised all over and 

still being squashed further. Every single part of my body hurts, even 

ones that I never fully realized existed. It’s hard to breathe. The little 

air I do manage to gulp in has a weird, moldy smell. I open my eyes 

to darkness and finally remember where I am: Buried under several 

sacks of grain in a container at Unity Port. The memories of last night 

come flooding back. I meant to let us stay in the open for at least two 

hours before hiding here, but after what I guessed must have been 

around forty minutes, I had felt myself becoming so tired that I was 

afraid of falling asleep and letting us be discovered. I woke Jamie and 
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helped him get settled under the sacks first before digging myself in. 

I did a much better job with Jamie because I could see what I was 

doing and managed to build a sort of cavity for him, where the sacks 

bore most of the weight themselves. I hope it worked and Jamie isn’t 

as sore as I am. And I hope he will remember to be quiet. I can’t reach 

him from here or talk to him, since someone might hear. 

As I become more and more awake and my drowsiness starts to 

fade, I hear voices and shouts around us. They sound very strange, 

distorted by the metal container and muffled by the sacks on top of 

me. I can’t tell what they’re saying. I’m only able to catch bits and 

pieces of their conversation. 

Suddenly, I hear a grating sound, and I feel the container shift. A 

couple more sacks slide at me and I feel like I’m being hit by a ton of 

rocks. Jamie must have woken up, too, but luckily, seems to have had 

the sense to stay quiet. I told him he had to about a million times 

again last night, but half asleep and after such a sudden movement, I 

can’t be sure how much of the conversation he actively remembers. 

The container sways from side to side, making me feel really dizzy. 

I hope that this is worse than the feeling of standing on a boat, 

otherwise I’m definitely going to be seasick on this voyage. It’s one 

of the many potential disasters I’m worried about, even if it is a minor 

one in this case. The sacks start sliding again, this time away from 

me. I manage to cling to the one directly above me, making it stay. I 

hope I’m still covered completely and that Jamie is, too. And that the 

workers don’t look closely enough to wonder why one sack isn’t 

being thrown from side to side like the rest of them. Please don’t see 
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us, please don’t see us, please don’t see us… I repeat it over and over 

again in my head, even though I know that my thoughts will have no 

influence on the workers whatsoever. 

The swinging has gotten even worse. I suppose we must be pretty 

high up in the air by now. I also think that we’re being moved 

sideways, but I can’t be sure. I am definitely going to be sick when 

this is over. 

There is a loud whirring noise followed by a mechanical whining, 

which I guess must be the cargo bay doors being opened. I am 

begging for this to end, but the workers seem to have other ideas. The 

container lurches forward again, smacking my head into another 

sack. I would willingly sleep another night in here if only this thing 

would stop moving. The bruises I have now will be nothing 

compared to the ones I’m going to get from this. 

Finally, after what seems like ages, the container comes to a stop. 

The grating and thumping noises continue, though, so they must still 

be loading things onto the ship. I will have to wait before it’s safe to 

come out or speak to Jamie. But at least the first part of the plan seems 

to have worked. All evidence points to the fact that we are now really 

aboard the Triton. 

 

*** 

 

The thumping noises carry on for quite some time and I can hear 

the workers shouting to one another. They must be loading the rest 

of the cargo into the bay. I squeeze my eyes shut and open them 
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again, wishing that I could see. However, the world around me stays 

dark. It makes me feel vulnerable and I have to keep reminding 

myself that this is a good thing. If I can’t see them, they can’t see me. 

Hopefully. 

When I talked to Zoe and Jamie, we agreed that it would only be 

safe for us to come out at night, when it is least likely for someone to 

enter the cargo bay. On our first day aboard, it is even more essential. 

The ship will be well on its way by then and all the extra workers 

from the port won’t be here. 

Talking about this was easier than doing it, though. As time passes, 

it becomes swelteringly hot underneath the sacks and the already 

stale air begins to smell even more. Although I am still terrified of 

being discovered, boredom soon arrives. My mind itches for 

something to do, but the best thing I can come up with is going 

through our plan and possibilities of where to go if we manage to 

escape. Again and again. The only problem about this is, that I also 

come up with more and more horror scenarios of what could go 

wrong, which makes me increasingly nervous. I wish I could talk to 

Jamie, but that is out of the question. I try to go back to sleep, but all 

I manage is to doze off a little bit before I hear some noise and am 

wide awake again. Each time, I am sure that someone must have 

noticed that something is up with our container or that each ship is 

being systematically searched because someone has noticed our 

absence and reported us missing.  

Roughly two hours after our container was stored, things begin to 

quiet down until suddenly, everything around me begins to vibrate. 
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A low humming sound fills my ears. I am momentarily startled, 

wondering what on Earth has gone wrong now, when I realized that 

this must be the ship’s motor being started. We are setting off. A rush 

of relief washes over me. If someone had been checking for 

stowaways, surely they would have found us by now. At the 

moment, Jamie and I are safe. 

Around what I think is noon, I become aware of a different problem 

I hadn’t even considered while planning this. I was sure it was a good 

idea to eat and drink as much as possible before we left, since getting 

food without calling attention to ourselves will not be easy, but now 

my bladder is really starting to bother me. I know leaving the 

container is out of the question, but as time passes, I get more and 

more desperate and start wondering if it would really be so bad to 

quickly slip away, find the nearest bathroom and come back again. 

There must be so much going on at the moment that my chance of 

being noticed in all the chaos might even be slimmer than at night. 

Surely everyone has more important things to do than pay attention 

to one insignificant girl in their midst. And if I don’t go, chances are 

that I wouldn’t make it until night. And then, the smell would surely 

attract attention. 

I have almost decided to chance it and leave the container, when 

my thoughts return to Jamie. What would he think if I left now, after 

telling him over and over again that we need to stay hidden during 

the day? He has been so good and hasn’t made a sound and here I 

am, thinking about risking exposure, just so I can go to the bathroom. 

I feel a pang of shame, quickly replaced by determination. I will not 
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let my brother down. Gritting my teeth together, I wait for night to 

fall. 

 

*** 

My eyes snap open and I am disoriented again by the unfamiliar 

surroundings. I remember where I am much more quickly than 

earlier, though. Somehow, I must have fallen asleep after all. 

The air around me is a lot cooler than before, even if it hasn’t lost 

its stuffy smell. Either it’s much colder out at sea, or night has finally 

arrived. Deciding that I can’t wait forever, I strain my ears to listen 

for any indication of people nearby, but all I can hear is the slapping 

sound that has accompanied us all day, which I suppose must be the 

waves slamming against the ship. The droning vibrations of the 

motor have stopped hours ago. The ship must be relying solely on its 

sails now. Carefully I begin pushing one of the sacks on top of me to 

the side, pausing every few centimeters to make sure that no one 

sounds an alarm. When nothing happens, I finally shove it away 

altogether. 

The room around me is dark, but not as dark as it was in my hiding 

place - I can still see the outlines of the sacks around me and the 

container walls. There is a faint greenish light coming from the ceiling 

above me. They must always leave this on so that there is a little light 

in emergencies. I know that many official buildings use the same 

technology, despite efforts to preserve as much energy as possible. It 

makes sense that they would use it on ships as well. Whatever the 
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reason for it, I am glad for the light. It makes our situation seem less 

desolate, somehow. 

I slowly pull the rest of my body out from underneath the sacks. 

Every muscle in my body aches from staying still in the same 

cramped position all day. It reminds me of the days after we have to 

do some grueling exercises in PE, only that this is a lot worse. Despite 

my body’s protests, I crawl over to the edge of the container and lift 

my head just high enough to peer out. 

The room we are in is vast. Our living room at home would easily 

fit into it about six times. Our container is positioned pretty much 

right next to the wall left of the cargo bay doors. There is all sorts of 

extra equipment hanging from hooks on the walls, like spare ropes, 

flashlights, life rafts and all kinds of things that might come in handy. 

I don’t think anyone would notice if something went missing. I feel a 

little bit ashamed to be thinking of stealing already, but sooner or 

later, we won’t have a choice. And it doesn’t look like anyone uses 

these things much. Some of the technology in question has been out 

of date for several years. 

On the other side of ours, there are a few more containers. They 

seem to have put them in in precise rows of two, so that there are six 

in all. I am surprised at how straight and neatly they are arranged 

until I notice some dark objects on the floor around them. Of course 

– they must be secured with clamps of some sort. They couldn’t just 

have big containers like these sliding around the ship when the 

weather gets rougher. 
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Behind the containers, there are several more shapes I can’t clearly 

distinguish. I’ll have to go over and check what’s there later. We can’t 

afford to waste anything that might be useful. 

On the whole I’m surprised at how much space is left. There is 

easily enough room to walk up and down between the containers 

without having to squeeze through. I always imagined that 

everything must be packed very tightly on cargo vessels, to maximize 

the amount of goods that could be transported at the same time. 

As my eyes adjust more and more to the darkness, I examine the 

wall behind us, opposite of the cargo bay doors. Again, there is a lot 

of spare equipment stacked against it. Then, a couple of meters away 

from the other wall, is another one of those green lights, directly 

above a door reading “EXIT”. That is where I’ll be going first. But 

before I do anything else, I need to check on my brother. 

“Jamie,” I whisper hoarsely. The sound of my voice surprises me. 

It feels scratchy from lack of use, as if I have something stuck in my 

throat. It also sounds very loud in the empty room and I can’t help 

but feel scared that someone heard. No footsteps arrive, though, so I 

call out again, a little louder this time. 

“Jamie?” I start to panic when he doesn’t answer. What if 

something happened to him? Maybe he was struck unconscious by 

one of the sacks or someone took him away while I slept without me 

noticing. I crawl over to the place where I remember burying him and 

frantically start pushing the sacks aside. 

“Jamie, where are you?” 
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“Jo?” His faint voice suddenly answers mine. A wave of relief 

washes over me. One of the sacks to my right moves upwards and 

Jamie’s head appears. His hair is tousled and he rubs his eyes. I 

realize he must have been asleep as well. 

“Jamie, are you okay? How do you feel?” I ask. 

“Kind of sore,” he admits. “Everything hurts.” His voice has the 

same scratchy sound as mine does. 

“Yeah, I know what you mean,” I grimace. “Listen, Jamie, I’m 

gonna go and see what’s behind that door and maybe look if I can 

find a bathroom somewhere. I really have to go and I bet you 

probably do, too. Can you stay here and wait quietly until I come 

back?” 

Jamie watches me, the green light reflected eerily from his eyes. 

“Can’t I come with you?” he pleads. “I don’t want to stay here all 

by myself. What if someone comes?” 

My feelings are torn as well. I don’t want to let Jamie out of my 

sight, but I know that exposing both of us is risky. 

“No,” I decide. “I’m sorry, Jamie,” I add as I see the hurt in his 

expression. “I just want to go by myself first to make sure it’s safe and 

when I’ve checked things out, I’ll come back for you. Okay?” 

Jamie nods, but then adds, “What if they catch you?” 

I ruffle his hair. “They won’t. Your sister isn’t stupid enough to be 

caught, all right?” 

I can tell he doesn’t believe me, but he doesn’t protest as I crawl to 

the edge of the container and heave myself over the side. My muscles 

scream in protest as I climb down and start tiptoeing across the room, 
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but I walk on as if nothing were wrong. I have to seem strong for 

Jamie’s sake. 

My shoes make a horrible squeaky sound as they slide across the 

floor. As an afterthought, I reach down and take them off. If I’m 

caught, they’ll know I don’t belong anyway, so I don’t have to worry 

about looking out of place without any shoes on. I call out quietly to 

Jamie and throw the sneakers up to him when his face appears over 

the edge of the container. 

“You keep these,” I whisper. “Otherwise someone might hear.” 

Then I make my way toward the door, glad that abandoning the 

shoes apparently helped. I lean my head against it and try to listen if 

anyone is out there. Everything is quiet, but I’m not sure how good 

the insulation in this room is. To be on the safe side, I slide down to 

the floor and try to peek out through the small crack underneath the 

door. It’s hopeless, though. In the dark, I can’t make out anything. 

So, taking my chances, I pull the door open and slip outside. 
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FOURTEEN 

Zoe 

 

Monday is weird. It’s the first day at school without Jo. We never 

really saw each other that much on weekends. Jo always needed them 

to catch up on her homework and piles of studying. It’s only lately 

that we’ve been meeting more often, to tutor Jamie and then make 

escape plans. 

So it’s not really that unusual for me that I didn’t see Jo this 

weekend. I was almost able to push any thoughts of her being gone 

away and pretend everything had gone back to normal. Okay, maybe 

that’s an exaggeration, but at least it was a little more normal. But 

now, at school, duping myself is no longer possible. We don’t have 

any classes together, since Beta and Gamma education don’t mix, but 
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I always saw Jo at school. Unless one of us stayed home sick, there 

has never been a day when we didn’t sit together at lunch. The whole 

meal I pick at my food and look up whenever I hear a chair scraping 

the floor. I half expect Jo to show up and slide into the seat next to 

mine, the way she always does. But she doesn’t. I have to try hard not 

to let anyone see how lost I feel. School is a completely different place 

without Jo here. I never had a ton of adoration for school anyway, 

but now it’s downright cold and gloomy. Another sign that my life is 

spinning out of control. 

People don’t talk much about Jo not being here. Jo hardly ever 

misses school – she loves it so much she’d come here if she were on 

her deathbed, if she could – but people readily accept the story that 

she’s staying home sick today. Probably no one in their right mind 

would suspect studious Jo of breaking any rules, much less one that 

involves a death penalty if she were caught. Or maybe they’re just 

too caught up in their own lives to care. There must be several people 

with lower group family members here. They must have bigger 

problems to dwell on than a missing Beta classmate, especially one 

that never talked much anyway. 

However, I can’t concentrate at all. I keep seeing Jo’s face in my 

mind, the way she looked at when I saw her for the last time, walking 

off the pier. Desperation, gratefulness and sadness mingling together 

in her gaze. I gnaw the end of my pencil like crazy, something I 

haven’t done since grade four. I keep waiting for a teacher to pounce 

on me for wasting resources and the besides-that’s-digusting-and-

completely-inappropriate-for-a-big-girl-like-you-talk, but no one 
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says anything. I guess the teachers have bigger things on their minds, 

too. 

When the bell finally rings, ending my last lesson for the day, I’m 

relieved. School was such a waste of time. It’s not that I was ever a 

great scholar or anything, but today, I probably wouldn’t even have 

been able to answer if someone had asked me what two plus two is. 

If anyone asked me what we did in today’s lessons, I wouldn’t have 

a clue. 

I chose a window seat I the shuttle, grateful for the excuse to stare 

outside and not talk to anyone. Even if it’s only for a few minutes. It’s 

raining, and little streams are running down the shuttle’s windows, 

distorting the buildings behind it. My breath clouds the panes and I 

start doodling meaningless scribbles onto them. Through the clear 

lines I drew, I watch drops pelting the pavement. I imagine myself in 

the pavement’s place and wonder how long it would take for the pain 

to stop and to no longer feel the rain hitting me. For everything to just 

go numb, until the sun comes back out. Nothing can be stuck in 

eternal crappiness forever, can it? 

I get off at my stop, as usual, but I don’t go straight home. Instead, 

I head over to Jo’s house, like we planned. Every cell in my body 

hates the idea of going there. It will just make me miss her more. 

When I knock on the door and there’s no Jo or bouncing Jamie to 

welcome me inside, it’s going to be like school all over again. The 

feeling that something is missing will be even stronger and here, 

where I don’t have to hold it together to keep a bunch of classmates 

and teachers from seeing me that way. But I need to do this because 
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no one can get suspicious. I need to make sure that I, and more 

importantly, my family, stay safe. So I tell myself to get over it and 

knock on the door. I wait for a while, to make it seem plausible and 

then twist the doorknob to let myself in. Private homes don’t have 

bio scan security, thank goodness. Only some of the official buildings 

do. I don’t want to go inside and see all the places where I had fun 

with Jo, but I need to because that’s what the Zoe Gallaway who 

existed before this whole mess started would have done. She would 

have made sure to check in on her poor, sick friend Jo and give her 

the homework that she’d made sure to get from Jo’s Alpha and Beta 

buddies. 

I cross the living room and turn to the stairs. 

“Jo?” I call out even though I know no one will answer. “Jo, are you 

up there? I brought your homework!” I start moving toward the 

stairs, when something next to me creaks. I freeze, my heart 

pounding. My school bag slides off my shoulder and to the ground. 

Maybe someone’s here, waiting for me. Of course they wouldn’t have 

let Jo and Jamie get away so easily. I should have known they’d be 

waiting to catch me. A Gamma will never get away with aiding 

fugitives. I turn slowly, afraid of what might be waiting for me. 

“Zoe,” he says. He looks terrible, his hair all rumpled and his eyes 

sagging. His voice doesn’t make it any better. It’s terrible, lifeless and 

although I know he’s never cared much for me, it still stings to hear 

the disappointment when he sees me. 

“Um, hi, Mr. Delandore.” I smile much too brightly, wondering 

how I normally act around him. “You’re home early today.” In other 
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words: What the hell are you doing here when you never bother to 

show up before nine o’clock to spend time with your daughter and 

son and why are you such a mess and what are you planning and are 

you trying to creep me out because if you are, it sure is working. But 

I can’t very well say that. 

“I didn’t go to work,” Mr. Delandore whispers. He is really starting 

to scare me. He doesn’t look well at all. 

“Mr. Delandore, are you okay? You look…” I can’t very well say 

crappy, so I just break off and let the words hang there. 

“Zoe, do you know where my children are?” He says it so directly, 

staring at me so intently that it’s hard to remember what I am 

supposed to say. 

“Um, what?” I say, flustered. “I thought Jo was here,” I add lamely, 

seeing that he’s still staring at me. “She sent me a message on Friday 

that she wasn’t feeling well and I thought she’d probably stayed 

home sick, since I didn’t see her at school today.” I’m starting to 

remember the prepared lies, but Mr. Delandore looks as if he hasn’t 

heard me. He’s looking straight ahead, as if he can’t see me at all. 

“Mr. Delandore?” he doesn’t respond. The only thing I can think 

of in this bizarre situation is that I should keep the act up. “Mr. 

Delandore…” I ask tentatively. “Is Jo… is Jo not here?” I sound stupid 

to myself. My voice is high and squeaky and totally not the way I’d 

normally talk. The arch of the question is overly exaggerated, as if I 

were talking to an idiot. I wait for him to pounce on me and accuse 

me of being a big fat liar, but he doesn’t. Instead, I am horrified to see 

tears leaking out of the corner of his eyes. 
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“They called me today,” Mr. Delandore says in a deathly whisper. 

“Who?” I ask. I have no clue what to do, but talking will help me 

figure out what’s going on here. This is definitely not normal. 

“The school. They said that they’d been told that Joanne and Jamie 

were both home sick and wanted to verify it. They have to do that 

now… now that we’ve passed the new law.” 

His voice is so quiet, it’s barely audible, but it still makes my blood 

run cold. I don’t know what to say, so I keep quiet. 

“I told them yes, that was true. We were all staying home struck 

down with some flu virus.” 

“Why?” The word escapes my lips before I have the sense to stop 

it. 

Mr. Delandore just keeps staring straight into space and gives a 

little smile. My heart falters as I see how close his resemblance to Jo 

really is. He walks back around to the couch, which he must have 

been laying on when I came in, and sits down. He beckons me to 

follow, so I do, wondering where the hell this is headed. 

“I knew she was gone when she didn’t come home on Saturday,” 

he whispers. I think about interrupting, but don’t. “She told me she 

was spending the night at your house, with Jamie, but Joanne 

wouldn’t do that. She wouldn’t tell me anything like that. She would 

leave me to worry instead, and she would never write a text as polite 

as that; not after what I’ve done.” 

Go Jo, I think, but this makes me really worried. If he knows, who 

else has he told? When we planned our escape, we wanted to make 

sure Jo and Jamie would have as much time as possible for their 
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disappearance to go unnoticed. We’d planned for them to have the 

weekend at least. 

“That’s just what Miriam would have done,” Mr. Delandore 

croaks. “She’s so much like her mother.” His voice breaks on the last 

word. Who’d have thought that Jo’s hard-hearted dad had so much 

sentimentality in him? I’d probably find it quite touching – if I 

weren’t totally freaked out. 

The couch sags beneath us and we’re both quiet. Me, because I’m 

utterly confused and no longer know what Jo’s dad’s intentions are. 

Him, because he’s lost in some kind of memory; of his wife, probably. 

“Do you think she’d forgive me?” Mr. Delandore is looking at me 

for the first time. 

“Who?” I ask blankly. 

“Miriam. I’ve failed her.” His chest shakes. “I told her I’d always 

keep them safe, no matter what, but I didn’t. I thought I was doing 

the right thing, doing what was best for the population and that, to 

be a good leader, you have to make personal sacrifices.” 

“Even if it means murdering people who didn’t make that choice 

for themselves? You’d sacrifice your son?” I know it’s stupid to be 

saying this to a Council member and that it goes against everything 

that Jo and I planned. But that knowledge kicked in a little late, since 

I tend to just blurt stuff out before thinking about whether that’s the 

best idea. Maybe some things can’t just be kept quiet, they demand 

to be said. And someone’s got to tell him sometime – just maybe not 

someone who has committed treason. It’s a little late to start having 

second thoughts now, though. 
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Mr. Delandore starts shaking again. “Jamie,” he whispers. “I’m so, 

so sorry.” He stares at me feverishly. Maybe he has gone a little mad. 

He sure looks like it. “I love him. I might not have displayed my 

affections much, but I do love him.” 

“You picked a great way of displaying your affections,” I say. “I’m 

sure Jamie really appreciated it.” Foolish, foolish, foolish, Zoe. 

Insulting a council member even more. It feels great though, finally 

telling him what I think of him. And did I ever mention I love 

sarcasm? 

Mr. Delandore meets my gaze. “You know, you remind me of her, 

too. Miriam.” 

This is the first time he has ever said anything supportive to me. Jo 

warned me that the Council would be tricky, try to get answers out 

of me with any possible methods, but I don’t think this is flattery. I 

think he truly means it. 

“Yes,” I answer. Jo’s dad looks perplexed. I realize he has no clue 

what I’m talking about. I do that sometimes, pick up a conversation 

at an earlier place, sure that everyone else will be able to follow. His 

is not the only confused look I’ve gotten. Jo has given it to me many 

times. “I think she might forgive you,” I add. “It just depends on what 

you’re planning to do now.” 

“You really think so?” He looks so hopeful, it almost breaks my 

heart. He resembles Jamie a lot, too, I realize.  “No, wait, don’t answer 

that. I shouldn’t dwell on this. The past can’t be undone.” He sighs. 

Now he looks more like the confident, important Tribune I’m used 

to. He sighs again and runs his fingers through his unruly hair. 
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“That’s true,” I say evenly, finding myself using one of those 

ridiculous “phrases of agreement” they always tell us to use for 

debates. Ms. Clover would be delighted if she knew they’d snuck 

their way into my everyday vocabulary. “But you should act, now.” 

“What do you suggest I do?” There’s a mark of new respect in his 

voice, and just a hint of desperation. Then and there, I decide to 

abandon any plans Jo and I made. Sometimes, you need to trust your 

gut and take risks. We need Tribune Delandore, and despite of his 

many failings in the past, I decide I can trust him. 

“I think you should tell the Council that Joanne is missing.” 
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FIFTEEN 

Zoe 

 

“What?” Mr. Delandore stares at me incredulously, as if he can’t 

believe he’s heard me correctly. I’m surprised myself by the words I 

just blurted out. To him, it must sound as if I were ratting out my best 

friend. But as I said it, I suddenly saw that this was the only 

possibility of taking any kind of influence and really keeping Jo safe. 

At least I think it is, and I decided to trust my gut instinct, right? The 

beginning of a more or less brilliant plan is starting to shape in my 

mind. 

“Look,” I sigh. “They’re gonna notice eventually that you’re lying 

and Jo and Jamie are not here with you. If not today, then tomorrow. 
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And they’re definitely knocking any tribune off the Council who 

would keep something like this from them.” 

Jo’s dad shakes his head slowly. Not in disagreement, I think, but 

in a way that makes me wonder what he thinks of me. Probably that 

I’m nuts and naïve. “I realize that, Zoe, and I’m glad you’re trying to 

protect me, but this is something I should have done much earlier. I 

knew where the Council was going. It has been evident for decades. 

I should have stepped in earlier, made sure my family was protected, 

but I was selfish. I let my love for my position blind me and now 

everything is spinning out of control. I cannot believe that it took my 

children being in danger to finally make me realize that I need to 

leave the Council. If they decommission me, so be it. They’re only 

doing what I should have done long ago.” 

“They’re not just going to decommission you!” I retort angrily. He 

still hasn’t figured out how this works, still thinks of the Council as 

the good guys. “This kind of stuff, it’s treason! And they kill people 

for that!” 

Mr. Delandore chuckles. “Look Zoe, I don’t think you realize how 

much influence a tribune has. If they killed me, they’d have more 

riots than ever on their hands. Uncertainty is big enough as it is. The 

Council would never risk it. Trust, me, politics is my area of expertise, 

not yours.” 

I bite back a sharp retort. He’s definitely returning to his I’m-

proud-to-be-in-a-high-group-and-you’re-just-a-lowly-Gamma self. 

“Yes, you have a lot of influence,” I push through gritted teeth. 

“Which is exactly why you should tell the Council your children 
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aren’t here before they realize it themselves. You can make sure they 

stay safe. Keep your promise to Joanne’s mom.” He draws a breath, 

but doesn’t interrupt. “If you say nothing, you’ll get arrested, your 

children will be caught” – I try not to picture Jo being held at 

gunpoint too vividly – “and killed for treason. They’ll be made an 

example of, to scare everyone else from doing what they did. And I 

doubt your being killed can cause any more riots than there already 

are. Everyone is losing someone here. So you need to stay on the 

Council, where you’re safe and where you might be able to have 

some influence.” I feel like I’m a parent in one of those fairy tales. 

Please be a good boy and do what I say and then you’ll be safe and cozy, the 

traitor voice in my head mocks me. I don’t sound very convincing to 

myself, but I hope it’s enough. This is one debate I can’t afford to lose. 

Mr. Delandore laughs, a short, humorless laugh at the back of his 

throat. “Believe me, even I couldn’t turn this around if I tried. And I 

don’t want to, either. I have the whole population to think of, and 

there’s just too many of us on this planet. Whether I agree with it or 

not, the Council’s decision was sound.” 

“What!” The word bursts out kind of delayed, I’m so furious. I can’t 

believe I’m hearing this. Not after all the stuff he said earlier. “I 

thought you said you cared! That you should have left the Council 

earlier! That this whole thing was a mistake.” I almost spit the last 

sentence at him. What a loser and total hypocrite. I am so mad I don’t 

even care that his words probably mean I’m going to be arrested for 

the all the treacherous things I just told him. Maybe all his wallowing 

in despair was an act after all. 



120 
 

“I care about my family.” He shifts his position, so that I’m facing 

him more directly. “I realize I’m suffering from the same bias 

everyone else is, the one that makes it so hard for people to accept the 

inevitable. That makes me unfit for the Council. I cannot rule if I can’t 

put things like this behind me when I’m making decisions. But I’m 

determined to keep my children safe. I owe it to Miriam.” His voice 

has become so quiet, it’s almost a whisper. 

I swallow my anger and try to come up with a suitable answer. I 

know I can never make him understand, no matter what I say. He’s 

pitiful, a broken man. Maybe if Jo’s mom were still alive, things 

would be different, but since she’s not, I have to make do with what 

I have. Which is an ally, even if he’s a reluctant one. Even if he’s only 

willing to help with part of what I want. 

“Fine. Don’t try to change their minds, then.” I can at least be a little 

snippy, to show him I don’t agree. “But stay to make sure Jo and 

Jamie stay safe.” 

“My children,” he whispers. 

“Yes, your children,” I sigh. How can someone like him be in 

charge of half the planet? It’s crazy, letting someone in this state of 

mind rule. But who cares – otherwise, he’d probably turn me in. At 

least now, he might be willing to help, even if he is so pathetic that I 

can’t help but feel sorry for him. I try to stay harsh, though. “Tell the 

Council that they’re gone.” 

“They’ll enlist everyone to try to find them. They would be as good 

as dead if I did.” 
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I smirk. “Not if you play it right. Like you said, they don’t want 

any more riots. What do you think is going to happen when the 

population finds out that a Tribune’s daughter and son don’t support 

the decision the Council made and would rather risk death than go 

with it?” I give myself a silent cheer. Thank you brain for coming up with 

this! Go, Zoe! Like I said, I really hope that people can’t read minds. 

They’d think I was even weirder than I actually am. 

“It’d be chaos,” Mr. Delandore breathes, and I can see a new spark 

of hope in his eyes. “It would be the spark they needed to start risking 

their lives themselves.” 

“Exactly.” I say it matter-of-factly, but inside, I’m beaming. I know 

I’ve got him now. “Once the Council realizes that, they won’t want 

to publicly advertise that Jo and Jamie aren’t here. So your best 

chance is to tell the Council they’re gone and stay and they’re good 

side and make sure a public search is never started.” 

“They’ll send officials after them.” He’s in danger of falling back 

into his hopelessness. But I’m not going to let him, not when I’ve 

already got him this far. 

“Yes, but there are a lot less officials than people in the Northern 

Coalition. The chance of being caught is much smaller. And Jo’s 

tough - she can handle it.” At least I hope she can because I don’t 

know what I’ll do if she doesn’t. I don’t even want to consider the 

possibility. 

Mr. Delandore gets up from the couch and sighs. I nervously wait 

for his answer, but instead of saying anything, he starts pacing up 

and down the room. He keeps pausing to look at me, until I feel really 
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self-conscious, and if possible, more nervous than when I first came 

here. I almost think he’s never going to say anything at all and has 

suddenly turned mute or something, when he sighs again. 

“All right.” Mr. Delandore says. “I’ll see what I can do.”  
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SIXTEEN 

Joanne 

 

Two days pass. Jamie and I take care to stay hidden in the container 

during daytime. So far, nobody has come into the cargo bay at all, so 

after a while we decide to stay out in the open, rather than buried 

underneath the sacks. Besides, if we did hear someone coming, we 

would still have time to hide underneath them. And we both agree 

that we don’t want to be in that uncomfortable, hot position again 

unless we have to. Instead, we each take turns holding watch while 

the other sleeps.  

At night, we are a little bolder. We have gone over every inch of 

the cargo bay and already discovered several useful things. Best of 

all, the Triton appears to be a food transporter. In the far part of the 

bay, which I wasn’t able to make out on our first day, there are several 
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pallets of different canned goods. I took care to take cans away from 

the ones in the middle, although I don’t think anyone will notice the 

missing food either way. Security doesn’t seem to be very strict on 

this vessel. We haven’t triggered any alarms I know of and I haven’t 

seen any officials patrolling the decks either. We were right to choose 

an older ship like the Triton for our voyage – I doubt staying hidden 

would have been as easy aboard a newer one. 

 I suppose we should consider ourselves lucky that so far, getting 

enough to eat hasn’t been a problem, but stealing still makes me a 

little squeamish. Every time I take something, I feel as if there was a 

pair of eyes right behind me, watching and waiting to punish me. 

That hasn’t stopped me from taking a few extras to store in our 

backpack for later, though. 

We only leave the room at night, for more bathroom breaks. 

Luckily, there is one right down the hall from here, next to what 

seems to be the ship’s cafeteria. The first night, I was so terrified of 

being caught that I almost walked past it in my haste to be quick. I 

was really glad that there was a sign on the door, otherwise I 

probably would have missed it, since the door was so small 

compared to the huge lunchroom doors next to it. And it saved me 

the trouble of trying random doors. It would certainly have helped 

our goal to remain undiscovered if I had barged into some officer’s 

cabin. 

Since then, my fear of being caught has lessened somewhat, but 

sometimes it still comes back suddenly and terrifyingly. Only 

yesterday, when Jamie had just left to take a bathroom break, I heard 
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heavy footsteps outside the door which were most definitely not his. 

I waited in terror, sure that he had been discovered and locked in the 

ship’s brig when he didn’t reappear. I was going through rescue 

scenarios in my head when he finally walked in. I was so happy to 

see him that I swept him up in a huge hug and squeezed him until he 

had to beg for me to let him go. It turns out that Jamie had heard the 

footsteps, too, and had had the sense to stay in the bathroom for a 

while. I shudder to think what would have happened if the person 

whom the footsteps belonged to had wanted to use the bathroom 

themselves. Judging from the schematics I studied, every cabin 

usually has its own bathroom, but who knew? It might be blocked up 

one day and then the owner would have to use a different option.  

I decide we will just have to be even more careful. 

 

*** 

 

They catch me on our third night aboard the Triton. I have just 

washed my hands and decided it is safe to leave the bathroom after 

listening at the door. When I slip outside and turn to close the door 

behind me, I feel a hand grasp my shoulder. Its grip is hard and hurts, 

but all I can think about is Jamie. Terror floods through my veins and 

at first I struggle to escape, before I realize that my attempt is 

pointless. If I managed to break free, where would I go? They would 

find me right away once they started searching. And they would also 

find Jamie. I can’t let that happen. But somehow I have to warn Jamie. 



126 
 

“Let - !” I try to yell to be let go, hoping that Jamie will hear and 

understand what has happened. It’s the best I can do. However, 

before I can say more, my captor roughly shoves my mouth shut with 

his hand. 

“Shut up!” he whispers angrily in a low, gruff voice. A young man, 

by the sound of it. Maybe he’s a sort of apprentice on the ship or one 

of the younger sailors. “Do you want to wake everyone up?” 

Of course I do, I think back sarcastically. The more people who 

wake, the more people there are to search for Jamie. I don’t 

understand why it bothers him, though. Surely he must be glad of 

some assistance? Or maybe he has some sort of hero complex and is 

trying to capture me all by himself so that he can brag about it to his 

colleagues tomorrow.  

My captor gives no hint as to his motives, just tightens his grip and 

twists my arms behind my back with his other hand so that I have no 

chance of freeing myself. “What are you doing here?” To say that he 

sounded furious would be an understatement. “Are you a spy? Did 

you really think we wouldn’t notice you were aboard?” 

He doesn’t give me time to answer his questions. He just shoves 

me roughly down the hall in front of him and to a short flight of stairs. 

I hear a door slamming somewhere and a voice yells, “Is everything 

all right down there?” 

My shouting must have woken someone up after all. Or maybe my 

struggle to free myself already did before that. Whatever the case, I 

just hope it means that Jamie heard as well. Please, please, let him be 

safe. 
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The man tightens the hand across my mouth before answering. He 

twists the arms behind my back harder so that my eyes water with 

pain. How can he do that with just one arm? If I weren’t so terrified, 

I would be fretting over the bruises I am going to have from this. 

“Everything’s fine, Lieutenant Evans,” he calls. He gives my arm a 

warning squeeze, as if I could contradict him with his other hand 

covering my mouth. “I just tripped on my way in the dark and was 

so startled that I yelled out. I’m sorry if I woke you – go back to 

sleep.” 

As unconvincing as it is, Lieutenant Evans must have accepted that 

story because no one comes running. The sailor pushes me roughly 

up the stairs and continues pulling me along. My heart pounds. It 

thunders so loudly that it’s amazing no one hears it and comes to 

check on what is going on. Being caught was bad, but why is he 

keeping me secret? It makes no sense at all. I think of all the horror 

stories I have heard about young girls getting kidnapped by older 

men to please their horrific desires. What if this person is not any 

different and I’ve landed in the hands of some sick child snatcher? 

Maybe this whole ship is part of some horrible slave operation. I read 

about those once. I thought the Northern Coalition had managed to 

put an end to them, but maybe some people managed to stay hidden 

from their radar.  The Triton is so old and unimposing, nobody would 

ever notice. That would explain why the man is so desperate not to 

let anyone know something is going on. Maybe he wants me all to 

himself. He didn’t need to twist my arm like that either. I was going 

where he wanted me to. I had no chance of doing anything else. 
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Maybe he enjoys seeing me in pain. My imagination runs on 

overdrive, when I suddenly realize that we’ve stopped in front of one 

of the wooden doors. The brass doorknob is slightly lit by moonlight 

coming in through one of the portholes in the wall opposite. 

Oh no, I think, certain that my horrible suspicions are true. Those 

must be his quarters and who knows what he’ll try to do to me there? 

Then, my captor lifts his hand from my mouth and I’m about to 

scream for help when he knocks on the door. That can’t be right, I 

think. Why would he knock on the door to his own quarters? He must be 

up to something else after all. I remember the first words he spoke: 

“Are you a spy?” Somehow, that doesn’t fit well with my slave ship 

theory. I feel embarrassed – of course it doesn’t. I need to keep my 

imagination in check. Instead of coming up with wild theories, I need 

to figure out how to escape and how to take Jamie with me. To do 

that, I first need to get a bearing on my surroundings. What is going 

on aboard this ship? Why would anyone be spying on them? And 

why can’t the rest of the crew know I’m here? Maybe I’m not the only 

one who has a secret around here. 

The door opens. I am momentarily blinded by the bright light 

coming from the room. When my eyes adjust, I can see it was opened 

by an elderly man in a wrinkled naval uniform. His face is covered 

by a short gray beard and a pair of dark eyes measure me carefully. 

Above them, a black 𝛽 is stamped on his forehead. This must be 

someone quite important – most of the workers aboard ships are 

Gammas. He remains strangely calm and doesn’t say anything to me, 

which I find a little strange considering that I’ve just been caught as 
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a stowaway aboard this ship. He doesn’t seem at all surprised or 

bothered by my presence. Instead, he takes a small sip from a cup of 

what appears to be coffee and says evenly, “It appears you were 

correct about us not being alone on board, Gaelan. Why don’t you 

come in?” He addresses us as if we were guests of a fancy dinner 

party, not a crewmate dragging a prisoner along. 

I don’t have much of a choice of accepting or declining the offer 

since my captor – Gaelan, I presume – pushes me right into the room 

and closes the door behind me. He still keeps my arms locked behind 

my back while he does it. Just like before I can’t help but wonder 

about how he manages to do that with only one hand. 

The quarters we are in are vast and surprisingly beautiful. There is 

a door on the far side of the left wall, but other than that, the left and 

right walls are covered in mahogany. Shelves and cupboards are 

carved right into the wood and a lot of interesting objects that I have 

never seen before, at least not outside of holo-movies, are displayed 

on them. There’s a ship in a bottle, a leather bound, dusty book, a jar 

of a black looking liquid and a lot of clutter I don’t recognize. Across 

the room from me, a large panel of glass stretches over the entire wall 

behind a simply enormous desk. Stars glitter behind the window, as 

clear as I have never seen them back home. I feel a pang of loneliness. 

The sight is captivating, but I can’t fully enjoy it. Not when I think 

about the reason I am here. 

The gray haired man scrutinizes me and I avert my gaze, feeling 

uncomfortable. His eyes seem to be able to look right through me and 
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I have a horrible feeling that he can tell I’m hiding Jamie just by 

peering at me. 

“Why don’t you sit down,” he says after a while and gestures to a 

chair. It’s padded and has curved feet, fancier than any piece of 

furniture I have seen before. “Gaelan, let her go.” 

“What?” I don’t have to see his face to hear the indignation and 

anger in his voice. “Captain Jim, you can’t be serious! She’s been 

sneaking around our ship! Who knows what she’s up to! She might 

be a spy for them!” He spits out the last words with absolute loathing. 

I can’t help but wonder who “they” are. And why anyone would 

want to spy on this ship in the first place. The Triton doesn’t exactly 

fit the part of a fancy vessel worth the trouble. I doubt there is any 

new technology or anything government-related of importance 

going on here. 

The old man – the captain – doesn’t seem to share his officer’s 

concerns. He sighs. “She doesn’t look very dangerous to me, Gaelan. 

If she had any kind of weapons on her or had tried to harm us, I doubt 

you would be looking the way you do now. If she’d wanted to 

sabotage us, she could’ve. She’s been on board long enough. And she 

can’t be much older than fifteen. Let her go.” 

“Some of their other spies are pretty young, too,” Gaelan mutters, 

but I can feel him loosen his grip, although not by much. He walks 

me over to the chair and forces me down rather hardly. His nails dig 

into my shoulder before he leaves. He probably did that on purpose. 

I grit my teeth to stop myself from crying out in pain. I will not give 

him that satisfaction. Then he walks over to stand beside the captain. 
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It is the first time I get a good look at my captor. I am startled to see 

that he doesn’t appear to be much older than I am. Actually, I would 

have guessed that he was eighteen years old at most, but he must be 

older than that since he’s not at school anymore. Maybe nineteen or 

twenty. Light brown hair frames his face – it’s not what I’d call curly, 

but it’s not straight either. I guess wavy would be the best term to 

describe it. It surprises me that his hair is just long enough to cover 

the mark on his forehead. The rules are quite strict about it being 

visible at all times. But maybe when you’re out at sea, haircuts aren’t 

that important. He might be getting one soon, for all I know. He’s 

probably a Gamma. Most sailors are, at least according to the books I 

read for research. His eyes are startlingly green, boring into mine out 

of his suntanned face. I can tell he doesn’t believe for a second that I 

don’t mean any harm. 

“Well,” he says through gritted teeth. “What have you got to say 

for yourself? What are you doing here?” 

I lower my gaze to the floor. I won’t answer. He won’t believe 

whatever story I tell him anyway. Maybe staying silent is the best 

chance I have. I peek up again to see their reaction. Gaelan just looks 

angry, but I can’t quite figure out the captain. He throws Gaelan a 

meaningful look. It reminds me a lot of the looks Zoe often gives me. 

If I had to guess, I’d say he was exasperated. 

“Let’s start a little more simply,” he says almost kindly. “What’s 

your name? I’m Captain James Gillespie of the Northern Coalition 

Ship Triton. Though I suppose you’ve already gathered as much.” He 

adds that comment with a twinkle in his eye. He holds his hand out 
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and it takes me a few moments to realize that he expects me to shake 

it. Tentatively, I reach out and do so. 

“Well?” he asks when I don’t say anything. “Do I get the honor of 

knowing your name?” 

Even though I’m a captive aboard his ship, I can’t help wanting to 

like the captain. His wrinkled suit and kind manner make him rather 

amiable. From the way he speaks, if seems as if he genuinely wants 

to get to know me. Almost as if he cares about me a little bit. 

“J-,“ I start, and then kick myself inwardly for my stupidity. I 

almost gave away my real name, just because someone seemed nice 

at a first glance! For all I know, this could be some kind of 

psychological trick to gain my trust. 

“Jessica,” I stammer out instead, thankful that I could think of a 

different name starting with J on the spur of the moment. “Jessica 

White.” White was the surname Zoe and I had actually chosen for me 

to go by. I was supposed to be Sarah White and Jamie my little 

brother Gerald, but I guess I have just changed that plan. 

The captain and Gaelan exchange another glance and I can tell they 

don’t believe me. 

“Well, Jessica,” the captain says, stressing the name. “What are you 

doing aboard my ship?” 

I purse my lips shut and don’t answer. If I am defiant, then they 

will focus all their attention on me and hopefully not look for Jamie. 

“It’s obvious, isn’t it,” Gaelan interrupts, glaring at me. “She’s a 

Beta, for God’s sake! Betas don’t usually sneak aboard ships and 

leave Concordia City for some harmless reason – she’s up to 
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something. She wouldn’t leave her lovely pampered life for the 

experience of being seasick! I bet she’s been spying on us from the 

day she came here! Come to think of it, I think I might have seen her 

somewhere before – maybe she’s been watching us for longer than 

we think!” 

 Somehow, his furious tone and the expectation that my life back 

home is so wonderful just because I’m a Beta makes me angry, too. 

“Look, I don’t care what you’re up to aboard this stupid ship!” I snap 

at him, forcing myself to speak even when keeping my mouth firmly 

shut seems like the safer option to me. However, it’s better to use the 

opportunity while I have it. Now that I’m angry, it’s easier to get the 

words out. “I just want to get to mainland, okay? And you shouldn’t 

assume that everyone leads pampered lives just because of their 

group. If you do, you don’t know anything!” My voice breaks and I 

glance back at the floor. I can feel tears stinging in my eyes and I’m 

definitely not giving them the satisfaction of seeing me cry. My 

outburst already seems ridiculous to me, but Zoe thought it was best 

to play it indignant. Apparently, that’s the best way to display 

innocence. Since Zoe has a lot more experience than I do when it 

comes to rule breaking, I’m just going to have to trust her on that. 

And I have to admit, snapping at Gaelan was slightly satisfying. That 

can be his punishment for twisting my arm the way he did. Although 

I’m not sure how snapping at them is going to convince them that I’m 

harmless and should be let go. As unlikely as that is, I need to at least 

try. Jamie won’t make it very far without me, even if he isn’t caught. 

I need to go back and help him. 
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The captain and Gaelan seem bewildered by my outburst, too, and 

apparently decide to switch tactics. I hope Zoe was right and that 

their belief in my innocence is simply delayed, because they don’t 

look appeased at all. 

“How did you get on board?” the captain asks. His tone is a little 

harsher now. I purse my lips shut and refuse to answer. If I tell them, 

they will surely search the cargo bay and discover Jamie. The best 

choice is not to tell them, because at least that way, they won’t know 

immediately where to look. And if I tell them a fake story, it is 

probably not going to be very believable. Lying under pressure is not 

something I excel at. I’ve always gotten better results with the truth, 

but telling the truth now is definitely not a good idea. 

“Well, I guess if you don’t tell us, we’ll just have to search the ship,” 

the captain says lightly. “We can’t have any more breaches in 

security. And we have to see what you brought with you. After all, 

Gaelan here is sure that you brought weapons and spying technology 

along.” Gaelan scowls. 

I am horrified. The ship being searched is the last thing I want. 

They don’t know where Jamie is, though, not even that there is 

someone else on board. I’ll just have to trust my brother to stay one 

step ahead of them. It’s not as if I didn’t expect a search. It is only 

logical that they should order one after catching a stowaway. The 

logic of the decision doesn’t make me any calmer, though. 

The captain eyes me thoughtfully. “Gaelan, why don’t you start 

with the cargo bays,” the captain orders. His words are directed at 

Gaelan, but he’s looking straight at me. “As far as I know, sneaking 
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in with the cargo is the classic way to stow away and you said it was 

footsteps on that deck that made you suspicious in the first place.” 

There is a strange ringing in my ears. “No!” I clasp my hands over 

my mouth, but it’s too late. The whisper has already escaped. Despite 

how quiet it was, I know that both of them have heard. I force words 

out, trying to repair the damage. Even if I probably can’t, I have to 

try. I can’t fail. I can’t. Not with Jamie depending on me. I try to say 

the first thing that comes to my mind, try to act convincing. I try to 

imagine what Zoe would do in this situation. She would be so much 

better at this. She actually likes talking to strangers and she’s good at 

lying. Unlike me. 

 “I mean,” I stammer in what I hope is a relatively calm voice. “I’ll 

tell you how I came aboard. It was with the cargo, like you said, but 

I don’t mean any harm, I swear. I just want to visit my grandmother 

before she dies. She lives on mainland and is a Delta and now she’s 

going to die and my father didn’t want me to see her before because 

he said everything would be a lot harder but I still wanted to visit her 

and -“ 

The captain interrupts my babbling. “That seems a bit of a drastic 

measure just to visit someone. Stowing away on a ship? When you 

could just go on a nice and normal voyage without telling your 

father?” He doesn’t believe me at all. “Where does your grandmother 

live?  Do you even know where this ship is going?” 

I don’t answer. My mind is in a blank panic. Why did I mess up? 

At the first opportunity I got? It would have been so easy to act 

unfazed. If I had stayed calm like I should have, maybe they would 
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have decided not to check the cargo bays after all. Or even if they did, 

at least they wouldn’t know for certain that something is there that I 

don’t want them to find. 

The captain turns to Gaelan, but still watches me. “I think you’d 

better really go and check. Maybe you were right about her.” 

I try to keep my face as blank as possible, but I can feel the wetness 

leaking out from the corners of my eyes. Crying is probably the 

stupidest thing I could do right now, but I can’t stop it. The horror of 

the last week comes crashing over me in a full flood, and I don’t know 

how to stop it. I already ruined everything before I started losing it, 

so it maybe it doesn’t matter after all. Nothing matters anymore. 

They’ll probably kill Jamie right away now, before we can try to 

escape again. And me along with him, for helping him escape the first 

time. Not that I care. The tears keep flowing and desperate sobs shake 

my chest, although I try my best to stop them. I bite down on my lip, 

until I taste blood. I need to calm down. I need to hold it together 

before I make everything worse. I need to find a way out of this. 

“Wait-,” the captain orders. He’s looking at me strangely, but he’s 

talking to Gaelan. “Why don’t you wait in my bedroom for a 

minute?” 

Gaelan looks as surprised as I am. 

“Why? Didn’t you hear? There is obviously something down there 

that she doesn’t want us to find!” He is absolutely incredulous. So am 

I. Why has he changed his mind? What is he going to do to me now? 

“I know what I’m doing, Gaelan,” the captain answers, and it’s 

clear from his tone that his word is final and that he expects to be 
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obeyed. To his credit, Gaelan doesn’t argue and walks through the 

door to our left, leaving me alone in the room with Captain Gillespie. 

  



138 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

SEVENTEEN 

Zoe 

 

As hard as I try to push my conversation with Tribune Delandore 

from my mind, I can’t. Of course, he doesn’t have anything I said on 

record, but he still makes me nervous. Who knows when he’ll decide 

to change his mind? He might have decided to try to protect his 

family, but his family doesn’t include me. He doesn’t even like me. 

I’m just another lower-group Gamma to him, even if his daughter did 

happen to be friends with me. And if he does stick to the plan, I can 

be pretty sure that I’ll be questioned tomorrow. Me and my family. I 

was actually expecting officials to show up today, but I guess they 

had more important things on their plate first. Or maybe they needed 

the whole afternoon to grill Jo’s dad. Or maybe they decided to arrest 



139 
 

him after all and are now preparing for a full scale public search for 

Jo and Jamie. My brain has no trouble coming up with thousands of 

different horror scenarios. I wish it would stop imagining stuff like 

that. That kind of thing is so Jo. To come up with the worst possible 

stuff that could happen so she can plan ahead and prevent it. I’m the 

one who usually plunges into a situation headfirst without thinking 

anything through. 

With everything that’s going on preying on my mind, I didn’t think 

I’d ever be able to fall asleep, but I must have drifted off at some 

point. The room is pitch black when I wake up, so it must be pretty 

late at night or early morning. It’s summer, after all, and we don’t get 

much darkness at this time of the year, living so close to the pole. I’m 

really annoyed at not having slept through till morning. I hardly ever 

wake up in the middle of the night, but when I do, it always takes me 

forever to fall back asleep. And with all the worrying I’ve been doing 

lately, I could definitely use some rest right now. I pull my blanket 

back over my head. Tasha, Jo and basically everyone else I know 

always tease me about this, but I can never sleep unless I am 

completely covered up. I bunch up my pillow and try to position it 

the way I like it. That’s when my body freezes. There’s someone here, 

in this room, I can tell. There were footsteps, sneaky ones. As if 

someone didn’t want to be noticed. Then there is a clatter, and a sharp 

intake of breath. Someone dropped something, something heavy. My 

mind instantly conjures up a picture of an official, sneaking up to my 

bed with a gun. Or a burglar, wielding a sharp, pointy knife. 
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Although I’m not entirely sure if dropping a gun or knife would 

sound like that. 

“Tasha?” I croak out. It takes quite a bit of bravery to say anything 

at all. But the realistic-part-of-Zoe tells me that people wouldn’t 

sneak into our house at night and that even if they did, they’d be 

noticed before they got in here. I’m only coming up with these 

horrible conclusions because of everything else that’s been going on. 

“Shit,” a voice mutters and the light turns on. I breathe a sigh of 

relief. It’s only Tasha. Of course, I knew that, but still. 

I blink, my pupils adjusting to the sudden brightness. Tasha is 

crouched next to her bed, holding a can of emergency rations. Every 

house has a few to spare, in case the food ports ever malfunction. She 

looks guilty, and she’s fully dressed. 

“What are you doing?” I yawn, and pull myself upright. 

“Nothing! Go back to sleep, Zozo.” 

That definitely doesn’t convince me. Now I’m sure she’s hiding 

something. 

“What’s that behind your back?” I ask, pointing. The arm not 

holding the can is hidden behind her, and I’d bet my digital that she’s 

got something there she doesn’t want me to see. “And why have you 

got our emergency food?” 

“Sh,” Tasha snaps. “Don’t talk so loud! D’you wanna wake 

everyone else?” 

“Show me what you have and maybe I’ll be more quiet,” I demand, 

though I’m already whispering. 
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Tasha sighs. “You are the most obnoxious little sister ever, you 

know that?” 

I grin. I never have to try hard to convince Tasha to do anything. 

After Jo, I’d say she’s probably my second-best friend. Not that I have 

much of a choice, sharing a room with her. We’d go crazy cooped up 

together if we didn’t get along. 

“There.” Tasha holds out her hand to show me her work bag. She 

opens it and drops the can into it with a clunk. “You satisfied?” 

“What are you doing with that?” I eye her suspiciously. She doesn’t 

work tomorrow. It’s her day off. And taking emergency rations – that 

reminds me horribly of Jo’s last few days here. 

“Wait,” I stutter. “Tasha, you’re not leaving here, are you?” 

Her face tells me that’s exactly what she’s doing. “Zo, look -“ 

“No, Tasha, you can’t!” She can’t leave me, too. I’ve already lost Jo 

and Jamie and I don’t want to add my sister to the list as well. 

“Hush – be quiet! Everyone’s gonna hear!” 

“Well, maybe they should!” I’m whispering again, even though I’m 

furious. “What’s your problem? You’re a Gamma! You don’t have 

anything to worry about! You’re just putting yourself in danger for 

nothing!” 

Tasha sniffs. When I look at her again, my vision has adjusted to 

the light enough to realize her eyes are suspiciously red. 

“Tasha, are you okay?” My anger has faded into concern. “Have 

you been crying?” 

Tasha sits down on the edge of her bed and really starts to sob. I’m 

genuinely worried now. Tasha never cries. Even when Zack once hit 
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her in the mouth with a baseball bat at Concordia Park, she just 

bravely sat there until a doctor arrived. Blood was gushing from her 

chin, but she didn’t shed a single tear. She still has a scar there. 

I scramble out of my covers and hurry over to my sister. I crouch 

down on the bed next to her and grasp her arm to make her look at 

me. “Tasha, what’s wrong?” I cross my legs and face her, waiting 

anxiously. 

“It… it’s Dy… Dylan,” she hiccups between sobs. 

I should have known. Her stupid boyfriend. And I thought it was 

something serious. “Tasha, I swear, if he’s done anything to hurt –“ 

“He hasn’t!” Even crying, she manages to glare at me. Oops. Her 

voice softens. “Dylan would never hurt me.” I have to try hard to 

refrain from rolling my eyes. 

“It’s…” She starts crying harder again. “It’s his examination. It was 

last afternoon.” She chokes. “He got downgraded. To Delta.” 

“Oh, Tasha, no!” I don’t know what to say, so I wrap my arms 

around her instead. “I’m so sorry!” There are several things I’m 

feeling right now. Horror, for what’s going to happen to Dylan. Guilt, 

for being so absorbed in my own problems and forgetting all about 

asking how Dylan’s examination went. But most of all anger at the 

stupid Council and Jo’s dad, for letting this happen in the first place 

and destroying so many lives. 

Tasha pats my back. “Don’t be sorry. It’s not your fault. If anyone’s, 

it’s the Council’s, or the people who came up with this stupid group 

system in the first place.” A thrill of satisfaction shoots through me 

as Tasha blames the Council. Take that, Monroe, I think. I’m not the only 
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one who’s not happy with your stupid decision. None thinks it was for the 

best of the Coalition. 

“And besides,” Tasha continues, “it was you and Jo who gave me 

the idea of running in the first place. We probably would never have 

had the guts to actually do it if it weren’t for you two. You made us 

believe it was possible.” 

Horror washes over me. “You’re leaving? Tasha,” I gulp for words. 

“Tasha, you can’t.” 

“I have to, Zo.” She looks at me earnestly. “I love him!” 

“You haven’t even known him that long,” I tell her through gritted 

teeth. 

“We’ve been together for almost a year now, Zo.” She twists a 

strand of her bushy hair around her finger. 

“You’ve been together for, like, eight months. That’s not almost a 

year.” 

“Yes it is. And besides, I already knew I liked him long before that.” 

She stares at the ceiling, dreamy-eyed. 

I roll my eyes, but make sure Tasha doesn’t see. I guess Dylan is 

okay, but I don’t really know that much about him. We’ve rarely 

talked because Tasha always throws me out of our room whenever 

he’s around. And they mostly meet during work, anyway. It’s so 

different from Jo. My whole family knows her as if she were one of 

us. She and Jamie have been part of family outings and meals since 

forever. But, of course, Jo would never love you, either, a small voice in 

the back of my head tells me. They know her as your best friend, and of 

course she’d be included in stuff like that. You don’t have the right to throw 
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everyone out to be alone with her. Stop being so pathetic and wishing for 

stuff you can’t have. 

“I just don’t see how you can be sure after only a year,” I say. “Some 

people are together for, like, five before they break up. There might 

be stuff you don’t know about him. How do you know he’ll really 

make you happy in the long run?” 

“I just do,” Tasha says and looks at me unhappily. “You do 

understand why I have to do this, don’t you?” 

“I guess,” I mumble. If Jo had liked me, I probably would have 

gone with her, too. I almost did. 

Tasha hugs me, wipes her eyes, and picks up her bag again. “I’m 

gonna miss you, Zozo.” 

She gets up and starts walking. 

“Wait – you’re leaving now?” I leap off the bed and block her way 

to the door. “You can’t do that! You haven’t even said good-bye to 

Mom and Dad and Zack!” 

Tears glisten in Tasha’s eyes. “I’m sorry. It’s easier this way. You 

know Mom and Dad would never let me go. And I don’t want to drag 

any of you into this. You were supposed to be able to say you didn’t 

know anything until it was too late. I did leave you a note on the table 

downstairs.” 

“You left a note?” I hiss. “You were going to leave without saying 

good-bye! You weren’t even going to say good-bye to me, we’re you? 

I only got to see you because I woke up!” 

Tasha doesn’t deny it. “I’m sorry, Zo. But I don’t want to make this 

more complicated than it already is.” 
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I glare at her. “I hate you, Tasha.” 

She pulls me into a hug again. “I’m going to miss, you, Zo. And I 

know you don’t mean that.” 

She untangles herself and before I’ve gotten over my shock and 

pulled myself together, she’s gone. I stare at the door, where my sister 

stood only moments before. 

“I love you, Tasha,” I whisper, even though I know she can’t hear. 

I wipe the tears from my eyes and crawl back into my bed. I hope that 

somehow, my words will reach her, and that she’ll know that was 

what I said. If I never see her again, I want those to be my last words 

to her.  
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EIGHTTEEN 

Joanne 

 

The captain walks over to me, places his cup on the desk next to 

my chair and crouches down in front of me. I try to wipe my face 

clean on my sleeve, but it doesn’t work very well. 

“Look,” he says. Shadows dance on his lined face. “I’m going to tell 

you what I think. I don’t think you’re alone.” 

I open my mouth to protest. I need to convince him that that isn’t 

true, tell him any other story that sounds believable. How did 

everything go so terribly wrong? Zoe and I went over so many 

scenarios as to what I should do in case one of us were caught, but 

I’m not following a single one of them. Instead, I’m practically 

leading everyone straight to Jamie. 



147 
 

“Let me finish!” The captain holds up his hand. I shut my mouth 

again, not because I want to obey, but because I know that I can’t 

convince him he’s wrong. Everything I could say in my defense will 

point even more obviously to the fact that there is someone else here 

with me. 

“I don’t think you’re alone,” the captain repeats. “Even if you had 

stored weapons or some type of technology aboard this ship, I don’t 

think you would be as desperate as this to keep it hidden. And spies 

usually behave a little more professionally then you do, I’m afraid.” 

There’s a twinkle in his eye as he says this. “Of course, it could all be 

a clever ruse of yours, but I don’t think so. When you talked about 

that grandmother of yours, there seemed to be genuine feeling in 

your words. Not about the grandma, mind you -,” he adds when he 

sees my incredulous look. I know he didn’t buy that for one second. 

“I think we both know that she doesn’t exist. But you seemed to 

genuinely care about the decision to sacrifice the Deltas and 

Epsilons.” 

I think I detect a trace of bitterness when he uses the word sacrifice. 

I try to quench the sliver of hope that is starting to unfurl in my chest. 

Maybe there are more people who don’t agree with the Council’s decision. 

Maybe there are some people who would be willing to help me, it seems to 

say. I can’t allow myself to think that. I can’t allow myself to end up 

being disappointed again. At least now, I am already fairly sure that 

I will die. If I let myself hope, I will allow my world to be shattered a 

second time. 
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“So here’s what I think,” the captain continues. “You know 

someone, someone who is in a lower group. And you’re trying to 

help them escape. Am I right?” He looks at me kindly, but I don’t 

answer. It could all be a ruse. There is no way I’m going to give Jamie 

away, just because someone seems friendly. 

The captain sighs. “Look, I’m going to have people search the ship, 

whether you decide to cooperate or not. I’d just rather have you on 

my side so we can do this quietly. We don’t need to have the whole 

ship know that we’re committing treason.” 

I stare up at him in wonder. Did he really just say what I think he 

did? Or did I misinterpret his words? Trust him, the traitor hope 

whispers. Maybe he can help you. Maybe it’s your only chance of saving 

Jamie. The other half of me is screaming at me not to say anything. 

Not to fall into the Council’s trap. Then again, doing nothing means 

certain punishment for both of us. Maybe I can stall, get more 

information out of him, so I can make my choice later. 

“You’d help?” My throat is scratchy and the words leave as barely 

a whisper. I can’t keep the hope from leaking into them. “I mean,” I 

add, realizing I’ve almost slipped up again. “You’d help hide a Delta 

or Epsilon aboard your ship?” 

The captain winks at me. “Let’s just say that I don’t think the 

solution to our problems is killing a large part of our population.” 

He opens a drawer of his desks and pulls out a white handkerchief, 

carefully embroidered around the edges. It must be an heirloom or 

antique, because such decoration would never be allowed now. It is 

most definitely wasteful. A lot of the objects in this room are. 
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“Here,” he says, handing it to me. “This was my mother’s, but I’ve 

never had much use for it. Seemed a bit too fancy for a guy like me. I 

reckon you need it a little more than I do right now.” 

I take the handkerchief hesitantly. 

 “So, who are you hiding?” he asks again as I thankfully wipe my 

face with it. 

In that moment, I decide to trust the captain. Or maybe I’d already 

decided to earlier. I always knew that we’d probably need help along 

the way sooner or later. I would rather it have been later than sooner, 

but something tells me the captain is all right. Besides, not telling him 

anything would not make much of a difference. He already knows 

that whatever I’m hiding is in the cargo bay and he suspects that it’s 

a person. Whether I cooperate or not, he will almost certainly find 

Jamie. Since I don’t seem to have much of a choice either way, I’ll just 

have to risk it and trust my instincts. At least this way, there is a 

chance that someone might actually help us. It is the better choice. It 

has to be. 

“My little brother,” I answer in resignation. “He’s a Delta.” 

“And would this brother of yours be hiding in the cargo bay?” 

I nod cautiously, still hoping that I’m doing the right thing. 

The captain seems to be considering something, too. “If I gave you 

permission to leave, would you promise not to rig any explosives on 

my ship and come back here?” 

“I can try.” I smile faintly, glad to see that he has a sense of humor. 

Somehow, that reminds me of Zoe. 
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“All right, then. Why don’t you go and get your brother and bring 

him back here? I’m sure it will be less of a shock if you get him and 

not one of my officers. And then we can figure out what to do with 

you.” 

I nod, and turn to leave the room. 

“Oh, and Jessica?” 

I turn around again. “Actually, it’s Joanne.” I might as well be 

thoroughly honest now that I’ve started. 

“Well, Joanne, then. It’d be best you don’t let yourself be seen by 

any other officers of mine. I don’t think all of them would agree that 

aiding fugitives is the best idea.” 

“I’ll try, sir.” 

“See that you do.” 

 

*** 

 

It takes me longer to convince Jamie to come with me than I had 

thought it would. He must have taken my words to trust no one and 

stay hidden to heart. However, he did come out of his hiding place 

right away when I called him, although I explicitly told him not to do 

that in event of my capture. I had made sure to tell him horror stories 

of how officials might use me to lure him out of captivity as well, but 

those don’t appear to have made much of an impression on him.  I 

don’t know whether to scold him for it or not. After all, I’m not 

exactly following my own rulebook today, either. In the end, I say 
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nothing. He is so ecstatic to see me, I can’t bring myself to reprimand 

him now. 

We knock on Captain Gillespie’s door. I do my best to seem sure of 

myself for Jamie’s sake, even though part of me is still wondering 

whether I’m in the process of making a huge mistake. 

The captain opens the door for us and ushers us inside. I notice that 

Gaelan is standing in the room again, right next to the desk. I’m a 

little upset that the captain told him about Jamie, but I realize that if 

he hadn’t Gaelan would probably have ended up telling everyone I 

was on board and that the captain was harboring a spy. Or maybe he 

wouldn’t have. I still haven’t quite figured him out. There is 

something else going on here that I haven’t understood yet. 

 “So, you must be Joanne’s brother,” the captain says to Jamie. I see 

Gaelan’s eyebrows raise. Captain Gillespie must not have told him 

about my real name. 

“Yes,” Jamie replies shyly. 

“Well, I must say she’s jolly lucky to have a brother as fine as 

yourself.” 

Jamie considers the captain uncertainly. I see Gaelan roll his eyes 

in the background. For some reason, that really annoys me. I 

understand that he doesn’t trust me, but surely he can’t think that 

Jamie is in on this. Can’t he see that the captain is doing a great job at 

making Jamie feel welcome? After days of staying in container and 

being bickered at for being too loud or whining about our situation, 

Jamie can use someone who is kind to him. 

“What’s your name, lad?” the captain asks. 
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“Jamie,” Jamie answers, and I can see the beginning of a smile 

forming on his face. 

“Jamie, huh,” the captain nods. He takes another sip of coffee. “I 

suppose that’s short for James.” 

Jamie nods. 

“Well Jamie, I just have to say that yours is the finest name I’ve ever 

heard.” The captain holds out his hand to my brother. “I’m named 

James, too,” he tells Jamie. “But my friends call me Captain Jim.” 

“Am I your friend?” 

“If you call me Captain Jim, you sure are,” the captain replies. He 

seems to be smitten with Jamie already. 

“Okay, Captain Jim.”  

The captain holds out his hand again and Jamie shakes it solemnly. 

I can’t help but smile. I am positive now that the captain is not going 

to turn us in. 

“Great,” the captain answers. “Now why don’t you go sit down 

next to Gaelan over there while I discuss some things with your 

sister?” 

Jamie nods and the captain turns to me. 

“We’ve got enough spare quarters on the ship that you and Jamie 

can have some, too. They’re not large, but I dare say it’ll be much 

better than living in the cargo bay.” 

I nod, too grateful to speak. 

“All the quarters also have their own bathrooms, so you won’t have 

to worry about being caught that way. And no offense, but both of 

you could use a shower.” 
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I know what he means. Jamie and I have tried to rinse off a little 

using water from the bathroom sink, but after being baked in the heat 

underneath several sacks of grain and three days of being stuck in 

one room, we aren’t exactly what one would call clean. And I guess 

we don’t smell so great, either. 

“None taken.” I lift my lips in a faint smile. 

“I’m afraid both of you will have to stay hidden for the time being,” 

Captain Gillespie says. “Your brother especially, because with that 

mark on his head, there’s no way he’ll be able to blend in. And I’m 

afraid you’ll have to keep out of everyone’s way, too. I could have 

introduced you as my niece if we had found you earlier, but since 

we’ve already been underway for several days, it would seem very 

strange and suspicious if I hadn’t done so before now. Maybe if we 

make a stop somewhere, we can pretend that you’ve just come on 

board, but for now, we’re in the middle of the ocean with no ports 

nearby.” 

“That’s okay,” I answer. “I don’t mind staying in one room. That’s 

more than we could ever have hoped for.  I’m really grateful for what 

you’re doing for us, Captain Gillespie.” 

My words seem inadequate, but I hope he understands. There is no 

way I will ever be able to truly thank him for saving Jamie and 

making him feel welcome. 

“I told your brother to call me Captain Jim and the same goes for 

you, too! Captain Gillespie makes me feel all official. Like I don’t 

belong on my own ship.” He shakes his head in mock disgust. 
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“Okay,” I say, even though I find it hard to picture myself calling 

him that. 

“Oh, and by the way,” he adds, “what where you planning on 

doing after you left the Triton?” He studies me, waiting for an answer. 

“You can’t have wanted to stay on this ship forever.” 

I hang my head. “I don’t really know, actually. All we knew was 

that we needed to leave Concordia City. We decided to sneak aboard 

a ship and somehow make it to mainland, and then head so far south 

that we get away from major civilization. We didn’t have much time 

to plan anything concrete.” 

It sounds very feeble when I say it like that. Part of me wonders 

incredulously how we ever could have thought that this would work. 

Yet the captain nods as if he didn’t notice the insufficiency of our 

planning. I still can’t think of him as Captain Jim, hard as I might try. 

He is simply the type of person who should be addressed formally. 

He immediately demands respect, despite his wrinkled uniform. 

“I understand. I’m not sure I would have done things any 

differently in your place.” He drains his cup and puts it down on one 

of the mahogany shelves. “We can discuss details tomorrow. For 

now, I suggest we all get some sleep. I need to at least catch a little 

rest before I have to be up and about again.” 

I’m about to apologize for interrupting his sleep – the wrinkled 

uniform makes sense now – when he winks at me and I know I’m 

forgiven. 

“Let me find you a cabin,” he adds. 
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“Come on, Jamie,” I call out, disgruntled to notice that he seems to 

be deep in conversation with Gaelan. I know it is a bit unfair of me to 

dislike him. He thought he was protecting his ship. Nonetheless, it is 

hard to forget the hatred in his face when he looked at me or the pain 

in my arms where he twisted them. 

Jamie bounces over and I can’t help but notice the deep rings 

underneath his eyes. With the light on, they suddenly seem much 

more pronounced. Even if he acts full of energy right now, he must 

be tired. It is time he got to sleep in a real bed again. 

“Let’s go see our quarters,” I tell him. Part of me still wonders 

whether this is real. How can we be lucky enough to find people who 

help us when others aren’t? I guiltily push that thought away. 

Getting Jamie to safety is what matters most. I can’t help him and 

everyone else at the same time, even if I might want to. 

Together, we follow Captain Jim down the hall. Maybe that name 

does suit him after all. Maybe things are finally going to get better. 

 

.  
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NINETEEN 

Zoe 

 

I destroyed Tasha’s note. I know my family will be furious with me 

when they find out. I’d be furious with myself if I were in their place. 

It’s the last thing we have from Tasha. I memorized it, word for word, 

so that I can tell everyone what it said when the time is right. Even 

though it’s more of a letter, really, and so long that I almost wished I 

was back to learning poems to recite for school again. At least they 

rhymed and were easier to remember. But these are my sister’s last 

words to us. 

“Dear Mom, Dad, Zack, and Zoe, 

I’m sorry that I didn’t tell you this in person, but I didn’t want to 

make it harder on you than it had to be, or give you the chance to 
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stop me from what I know is the right choice for me. I love Dylan and 

I’m leaving the city with him. He knows some people who might be 

able to smuggle us out to a safe place. I realize I’m taking a big risk, 

but I know this is what I want. I hope you will accept that this is the 

right decision for me. I need to keep Dylan safe and all I want is to 

live a happy life with him. Please forgive me and know that leaving 

you behind wasn’t easy for me. I love you! 

Tasha” 

The words keep rolling around in my head, over and over again, 

but I don’t mind. It will keep me from ever forgetting them. The hard 

thing is lying to my family. I slurp down the breakfast cereal I 

ordered and try to smile and act the way I always do. When Dad asks 

where Tasha is, I tell him that I vaguely remember her saying 

something about having traded shifts, so she can have the weekend 

off with Dylan. She’s done that before, and my parents don’t question 

it. Keeping things from my family like this makes me feel horribly 

guilty, but I tell myself that this is what is best for everyone. My 

parents would never be able to act normal once they read that note 

and of course, they’d never turn Tasha in, either. It would only be a 

matter of time before someone noticed. My whole family would be 

arrested and maybe even executed for treason. They’d never believe 

we had nothing to do with it. And Zack would also try something 

stupid. Like going after Tasha himself. Then they’d both be caught. I 

don’t want that. I need to hold what’s left of my family together. I’m 

the one who got us into this mess. 
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I’m glad when I’m finally off to school, so I don’t have to keep up 

the pretense anymore. I’m surprised no one noticed anything was off. 

I sure hope my smile doesn’t normally look this sickly sweet and 

plastered on! Or maybe everyone just thought I was still moping 

around because of Jo. Which might partially be the case. But if Tasha 

leaving has done one good thing, it’s been to put Jo off my mind for 

a little while. 

I’m sitting in math when they pull me out of class. I’m almost 

grateful because we’re doing oral quizzes and I’m confusing sine and 

cosine. Again. Although trigonometry is probably preferable to being 

questioned by officials. 

“Hello, Zoe,” the white haired man says once if sat down. There’s 

a short pause before my name and he has to glance down at his 

digital. He probably didn’t even bother to find out who he was 

talking to until now. His colleague takes a few notes on a clipboard, 

looking bored. 

“Hello,” I answer as politely as I can. I try not to show how nervous 

I am. There’s a fly buzzing across the room and I follow its progress 

as it passes a couple of old certificates, bulletin boards and screens 

showing important dates coming up. Principal Osborne is letting 

them use his office. 

“So,” the official says, and fakes a smile at me. “I’m told you and 

Joanne Delandore are very good friends. Is that correct?” The 

woman’s pen races across her clipboard like mad. I wonder what 

she’s writing about. I haven’t even said anything yet, other than 

“Hello”. 
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“Best friends, yes,” I nod my head and I can see the woman staring 

at the 𝛾 on it. I can tell right away what she’s thinking. She’s pitying 

me for believing that someone like Jo could actually be friends with 

me. 

“So you don’t think it’s strange that you haven’t seen her for a few 

days now, and she hasn’t said anything to you?” 

“Not really,” I say, trying to play it cool. “When I’m really sick, I 

don’t often text people, either. I suppose she slept most of the time 

and that was why I didn’t hear from her.” 

I gaze at them, wide eyed, like I’m only just noticing that it’s 

probably a little strange that officials are questioning me because Jo 

is sick. “Why? I something wrong with her? Has she got a serious 

disease? Oh my gosh, she does, doesn’t she? I thought she only had 

the flu or something! Is it real bad? Do you think I could see her?” I 

feel like a complete idiot, babbling like this, but the officials seem to 

buy it. The man looks at me with pity in his eyes. Pity that my friend 

sold me such a simple lie and I believed it. Sometimes it pays off to 

be a Gamma. People don’t expect you to be particularly bright. 

The woman pats my arm. “No, Zoe, it’s okay, your friend isn’t ill. 

We think she might have run off on a little escapade. Together with 

her brother.” Her voice is harsher now. “Would you know anything 

about that?” 

I squeeze my eyes together and start howling. I thank my brother 

and sister for the years of practice they gave me with this when I was 

younger. My parents always fell for the innocent crying act when I 

was a kid. Whatever I’d done, Tasha and Zack always had to take the 
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blame and a speech from my parents on how they needed to learn to 

be more responsible and not always blame it on little Zoe when a 

bowl got broken or homework lost. I love being the youngest. I 

haven’t had to use the act in years – it probably wouldn’t have been 

as convincing now that I was a teenager, anyway – but I still know 

how to do it. 

“I… I didn’t think she was serious,” I start blubbering. “She said 

once that she was gonna take her bro-brother away, but I thought she 

was jo-joking!” I wipe my eyes on my sleeve for effect. “She’s a Beta! 

She’s got – she’s got everything she wants!” I sniff and then go on. 

“And she never me-mentioned it again, so I thought she was – she 

wasn’t serious. I thought she really was sick! Is it my fault? Do you 

think I cou-could have stopped her? I do-don’t want her to be g-

gone!” I sniff a little more, but that’s really to keep from laughing as 

I remember the expression on Jo’s face when we practiced this act. 

The lady pats my arm soothingly. I can tell she feels really sorry for 

me. The man still eyes me suspiciously, though. 

“When did you last see Joanne?” 

I wipe my eyes. “On Friday, I think,” I sniff tentatively. “She helped 

me with my homework and then we went to Concordia Park with 

Jamie.” They can check that if they want. Jo and I made sure we had 

a seemingly normal last day. That I couldn’t have seen any signs that 

would have made me suspicious enough to say something. 

The questions go on and on. What time did I think I last saw Jo? 

(Um, she stayed for dinner and then she left.) Did I realize she’s told her 

dad she was staying at my house? (Really? I make sure to show how 
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flattered I am about Jo having used me in her lie.) Did she already 

show signs of having the flu on Friday? (Wow, yes, I now finally 

realize in surprise that this wasn’t the case and my friend has 

probably been keeping things from me. Boo-hoo-hoo.) How well did 

I know Jamie? (Oh, yeah, I know him really well. He’s really cute. I always 

wanted a little brother, too. Didn’t they think it was annoying to always be 

the youngest?) Did Jo seem different after her brother’s examination? 

(Um, yeah, she was kind of angry and sad. But isn’t that normal?) Can they 

have my digital to check up on a few things? (Sure – if they thought it’d 

help! – Since Jo and I wrote a bunch of fake messages beforehand, 

you’re more than welcome to.) Do I know of any place where Joanne 

might have gone? Any family or friends she might go to? (Not really. 

The only family I know are here brother and dad. And she doesn’t really have 

any good friends apart from me – I say this with a puffed-out chest, 

showing my pride in having such a high-group friend.) And so on. It 

takes almost two hours until they let me leave. I think I managed to 

convince them pretty well that I’m too dumb to have anything to do 

with Jo’s disappearance. They tell me they’re going to cross-examine 

my story, but I’m not too worried. The only people they could 

question are Jo’s classmates, who don’t really know me well, my 

teachers and classmates, who only see me the way I am at school 

(which isn’t overly brilliant or interested) and my friends and family, 

who would never rat me out. 

I think Jo and I are off to a good start.  
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TWENTY 

Joanne 

 

I wake up the next day feeling happier than I have in weeks. The 

sun’s rays enter through the porthole in our room, tickling my face. I 

don’t know how long we slept, but for once, I don’t have to worry 

about it. It doesn’t matter if it’s already midday because no one will 

be checking on us in here. We have our room to ourselves and the 

door is locked, so the only people who can enter need our permission. 

I stretch, thinking what a wonderful invention beds are. I never 

fully appreciated them before. And being clean again feels amazing. 

I slip my feet out from beneath the covers and slip out of bed. Quietly, 

I climb the rungs up to Jamie’s bunk. He wanted the top and I didn’t 

care which bed I got. I was just glad to see him happy. 
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Jamie is still asleep, his face turned to the side and his mouth 

slightly open. His black hair is sticking up in all directions. He looks 

a little goofy laying there, but also vulnerable. The last few days have 

been hard on him. 

I climb back down again and let him sleep. I go over to our 

backpack and bags, which Captain Jim got for us last night, and start 

sorting through our things, reorganizing. I take out fresh clothes for 

both of us, change and put aside the dirty laundry for later. Captain 

Jim promised to have it cleaned for us. I’m surprised to find myself 

humming. 

I examine the room around us more carefully. Yesterday, I was so 

tired that I just took a quick shower and went straight to bed 

afterwards. And it’s much easier to see things properly in daylight. 

The cabin is very small, but not much smaller than my room at home. 

The white walls contribute to the fact that it still seems bright and 

airy, despite the size. Like everything in the Northern Coalition, it’s 

arranged practically and simply. Most of the room is taken up by the 

wooden bunk bed, which stands in the corner right next to the 

porthole, and the small wardrobe next to the door. I have already 

stored our bags inside. Next to the wardrobe and opposite the bed is 

a small table. There are no chairs, but the table is low enough that we 

can sit on the floor and easily reach it. It might not be the most 

comfortable arrangement, but it’ll do. Across from the wardrobe, 

there is a small door leading to the bathroom I used yesterday. Again, 

it’s not large, but it contains everything necessary: sink, toilet and 

shower. I couldn’t have asked for more. 
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My stomach rumbles, and I realize that I’m hungry. I have been 

hungry the last few days, actually – canned food can only do so much 

– but it was always something that didn’t matter in the light of other 

things going on. I was so worried about staying undiscovered that I 

didn’t think about it that much. 

With longing, I gaze at the food port in the wall over the table. I 

wonder why they have them in the cabins as well, when the ship has 

its own cafeteria, but I guess it’s convenient to be able to eat in 

privacy if you want to. It would be so wonderful to go over there and 

order breakfast right now. That luxury is not available, though. Since 

food ports require identification to make sure that everyone eats only 

their fair and healthy share, that would be a really stupid idea. 

Everyone would know right away where we are. I decide to wait 

until Jamie wakes up and then open another one of the cans. With 

shame, I realize that I still have to confess stealing them to Captain 

Jim. After all the kindness he has shown us, I feel twice as bad about 

doing it as before. Hopefully he will understand. 

I decide to lay back down on the bed until Jamie wakes up. This 

room may be a lot better than the cargo bay, but as far as boredom is 

concerned, it isn’t much different. I might be able to talk to Jamie 

more here, but that’s about it. I’ll have to think of something to do. 

Maybe the captain has a book I could borrow. 

I’m about to doze off again when a knock on the door startles me. 

The springs above me groan. Jamie must have sat up, too. 

“Who’s there?” I call out fearfully. We might be much safer here 

than in the container, but there’s still a chance that someone on board 
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who didn’t know about us heard something and decided to 

investigate. 

“Relax,” a voice outside the door answers. “It’s me, Gaelan. I’ve 

brought you something to eat.” 

I walk over and open the door. The delicious smell of freshly baked 

pancakes – dish 29 – washes over me and I have to restrain myself 

from ripping the tray out of Gaelan’s hand. 

Gaelan enters the room and pulls the door closed behind him. I’m 

not sure whether to be happy about the food or unhappy that Gaelan 

is the one bringing it. Jamie has no such qualms, though. 

“Hi Gaelan!” Apparently, my brother is very pleased to see him. If 

Jamie likes him, I guess he can’t be that bad, even if he might be a 

little hot-headed and quick to jump to conclusions. Though that is 

probably normal when capturing a stow-away. And it’s not as if I 

were any different. I cringe as I remember the ridiculous theories I 

came up with while he was dragging me to the captain’s room. 

“Hi Jamie!” Gaelan answers just as enthusiastically. I warm to him 

a little. I guess no one can withstand the charms of my brother. “You 

hungry?” 

“Yeah,” Jamie answers and climbs down the rungs. With all three 

of us standing on the floor, the room really is getting tight. 

“Do you mind if I stay around for a late breakfast?” Gaelan asks. “I 

haven’t gotten around to eating yet, either.”  

“Don’t you have work to do?” I ask. I am actually only curious, but 

it comes out sounding more unfriendly than I intended. In my mind, 
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I can just see how Zoe would snigger if she were here. I am always 

really terrible at talking to strangers. 

To my relief, Gaelan laughs. “No, actually, I don’t. Technically I’m 

only a passenger here. A long term passenger, to be more accurate. 

Sometimes I help out a little, but I don’t actually have much to do.” 

This surprises me. I assumed he was part of the crew here, 

especially since he seemed to be on such good terms with Captain 

Jim. Though it explains why he is so much younger than I expected 

an officer to be. 

“Oh,” I reply stupidly, unable to think of anything else to say. I 

look down at the floor, thinking about what I should say to him and 

how to do it without sounding rude. I turn my head up again, ready 

to speak. 

Gaelan is not looking at my face though. Instead, he has followed 

my gaze downwards and is staring at my arms. Green, purple and 

blue bruises blossom across them. I turn red and try to hide my arms 

behind my back. 

Gaelan gulps. “Was that me?” 

“Yeah.” I smile ruefully. “It’s not as bad as it looks, though. It 

doesn’t hurt that much.” I snap my mouth shut before I can babble 

any more. I don’t even know why I’m downplaying it. I was mad at 

him about it a few seconds ago. Maybe because he looks genuinely 

sorry. 

“Well, I’m really sorry,” he says, echoing my thoughts. “I must 

have grabbed you harder than I’d meant to.” 
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I don’t really know what to answer to that, so I don’t say anything. 

I’m pretty sure he did mean to grab me like that, but since he thought 

I was a spy, I’ll forgive him for it. But saying that it’s okay doesn’t 

seem exactly fitting, either. 

Thankfully, Jamie saves us before the silence gets too awkward. 

“Hey,” he tugs on Gaelan’s sleeve and pulls him over to the table. 

“Can we eat now? I’m hungry.” 

“Sure!” Gaelan sounds relieved. He puts the tray down on the table 

and we sit down on the floor around it. It is rather cramped with three 

people there, but the smell of the pancakes alone is worth it. 

Gaelan distributes the plates and gives everyone a pancake. As 

soon as knife and fork are in my hands, I dig in, suddenly ravenous. 

Nothing has ever tasted this good. Gaelan watches in amusement as 

Jamie and I wolf down our food. 

“I’d take that more slowly if I were you,” he says. “Otherwise you 

might start barfing it right up again.” 

I feel a prickle of annoyance. He’s probably right, but I he hasn’t 

had only canned food for the last few days. It’s easy for him to say 

we should slow down when he doesn’t have pangs of hunger 

gnawing at his stomach. I debate eating even faster just to show him, 

but then realize that would just give him the satisfaction of being 

right. Reluctantly, I slow down. 

“So, you’re from Concordia City?” Gaelan asks. An attempt at 

small talk, I presume. Something I am absolutely abysmal at. 

“Yup,” Jamie answers for me, slurping syrup of his chin. “We’re 

from district 23,” he tells Gaelan proudly. I have to grin. Of course, 
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our district is not any more important than the others, but to Jamie it 

is because it’s home. Though not anymore, I think with a pang of 

sadness. 

Gaelan watches the emotions flick across my face. “You don’t talk 

much, do you?” he finally observes. 

“She’s always really shy when she meets strangers,” Jamie 

explains. “That’s what Zoe says, anyway.” 

My face must be burning scarlet now. “No, I’m not!” I glare at 

Jamie. “I had my mouth full, so I couldn’t talk.” I need to preserve 

some of my pride, before Gaelan thinks I am a complete imbecile. 

Gaelan tries to hide his amusement, but I can still see it. 

“So where are you from?” I say it rather aggressively. I hate it when 

people try to force me to talk.  

“Oh, nowhere special. St. Louis City. But I haven’t been there for 

about two years.” 

 Now I am rather curious. I wrap my mind around this. St. Louis 

City is pretty far south. The heat must be unbearable. Then I realize 

something else. 

“How old are you, anyway?” I blurt out.  

“Why?” Gaelan asks, wagging his eyebrows at me. “You 

interested?” 

I glare at him. And I thought Zoe could be infuriating at times. 

Clearly, Gaelan and Jamie are doing their best to live up to her 

example. I can forgive Jamie, since I know he doesn’t mean to 

embarrass me, but I can tell Gaelan is having a lot of fun teasing me. 

It’s amazing how they’ve managed to spoil my good mood. 
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“No. It’s just that you seem pretty young to me and if you left your 

hometown over two years ago, I don’t see how you could have 

finished school.” There. That goes to show him that I’m not 

completely stupid. 

“Yeah, well,” Gaelan says. “I didn’t finish it at home exactly. I took 

courses via digital after I left. I graduated last summer. And, to 

answer your question, I’m eighteen.” 

That makes sense, at least. Although I’ve only heard of Alphas 

taking digital classes up until now. But maybe they do things a bit 

differently outside the capital. 

I realize Gaelan is looking at me expectantly. I must have missed a 

question while lost in thought. 

“Sorry, what?” I ask. My face burns. I hope he thinks I have a 

sunburn or something. 

“I said, what about you?” 

“Huh?” 

He looks at me as if I’m incredibly dumb. “How old are you?” 

“Oh – sixteen.” 

“So I guess you haven’t finished school yet, either.” 

“Nope – I guess I’ll just have to take digital classes, then.” 

Gaelan laughs at my mediocre attempt to say something witty for 

once. Either he thinks I am pitiful or maybe he feels sorry about 

teasing me. He turns to Jamie and they begin to have a conversation 

about drawing, which Jamie immediately mentions when Gaelan 

asks what his hobbies are. 
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Slowly, as the meal goes on, I begin to feel more relaxed. I even join 

in their conversation at some point and manage not to make too 

much of a fool of myself. All in all breakfast turns out to be much 

more enjoyable than I expected it to be. Jamie laughs more than he 

has during the whole last month and I even find myself cracking a 

smile or two. I’m almost sorry when Gaelan has to go. 

“Do you mind if I drop by again later?” Gaelan asks with his hand 

on the doorknob. “We could play a game of chess. You must be bored 

to death in here with nothing to do.” 

He sees my questioning glance. 

“Don’t you know what chess is?” 

“Of course I do!” I answer hotly. It’s bad enough that he knows 

how socially awkward I am. He shouldn’t think that I am uneducated 

as well. Then I realize I might be overreacting, so I add more quietly, 

“I just don’t know how to play.” 

It’s true that I’ve read a lot of books where the game is mentioned 

and know roughly what it is about. However, I didn’t think that it 

was something that was still played. The board and pieces are 

considered as a waste of resources, even though the game was said 

to be intellectually stimulating. I guess there are better ways to 

stimulate the brain so the game became obsolete. Or maybe not, since 

Gaelan obviously knows how to play and has a set available. 

“That’s okay, I’ll show you.” He doesn’t seem bothered by my 

strange reply. “And Jamie, too, if you want.” He looks questioningly 

at Jamie. 
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“I want to!” Jamie says excitedly, bouncing up and down. He 

seems almost like his old self, before he found out that the 𝛿 on his 

head was nothing more than a death sentence. 

“All right, I’ll see you later, then,” Gaelan says and slips out the 

door. “And I’ll try to find some paper for you, Jamie.” 

The door snaps shut, and Jamie turns to me. “Gaelan’s pretty cool, 

isn’t he, Jo?” 

I picture Jamie telling Gaelan I was always shy when talking to 

strangers. 

“Sure,” I say, my face burning.   



172 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

TWENTY-ONE 

Zoe 

 

Over a week has passed since Jo and Jamie left, but it seems like a 

lot longer than that. I float around, lost, without Jo here. Now that 

she’s gone, I realize how much time the two of us actually spent 

together. I miss her every day: In class, on the shuttle after school, at 

home, on the ball field in Concordia Park… Almost every place 

reminds me of her. 

And I miss my sister, too. My room feels so empty without her, 

even though Zack’s moved in with me. And of course, my plan not 

to tell my parents worked for exactly half a day: the time I was at 

school. They’d somehow heard from a friend who’d heard from a 

friend that Tasha hadn’t been at work that day, so by the time I got 
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home that afternoon they’d worked themselves up into a complete 

frenzy. When I tried to tell them she was probably at Dylan’s, they’d 

– who would have guessed it – checked there, too, and realized he 

hadn’t shown up for work, either. So, dutiful daughter that I am, I 

decided to come clean and had to endure my parents shouting at me 

for not telling for over half an hour. And the rest of the hour, they 

spent crying over the letter I recited for them and shouting at me 

some more for destroying it. And when Zack got home an hour later, 

I had to go through everything all over again. Except the crying part. 

Zack’s much too cool for that. He just slammed the door to his room 

and didn’t speak to me for almost three days. Ouch. 

No one else has noticed Tasha’s gone yet. At least I’m pretty sure 

they haven’t. My parents called her supervisor at work and told them 

she was going to visit some great-aunt of ours, a Delta. Before that, I 

hadn’t even known we had a great-aunt, but apparently, we are fairly 

close. Dear old Gerda. We told the same story to all of Tasha’s friends 

and everyone else who asked. No one has come to check it. The 

officials have their hands full, there’s so much else going on. One 

unimportant Gamma going missing is the least of their problems. The 

city is in complete chaos. The Council was pretty much as wrong as 

you can get when they thought that everyone would accept their 

decision without protest. Riots have erupted all over town. The small 

outbursts there were at first are nothing compared to this. People 

wearing masks and waving banners protest against the government 

in the streets, chanting and throwing rocks. The Council retaliates by 

sending officials, who, true to the original announcement, show 
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dissidents what going against the government’s wishes means. There 

is no mercy. They shoot into the crowds at will, not caring who dies. 

The rest of the people flee while they can, but it doesn’t stop them for 

long, or more riots from erupting. Violence has become part of 

everyday life. I can’t ride to school anymore without seeing the 

rubble and torn banners lying in the normally straight and orderly 

streets. And on some corners, there are rusty stains that look horribly 

like blood. Yesterday, in the courtyard, they shot Jack Miller from 

grade nine straight through the head. Apparently, he’d tried to help 

his younger sister fake her mark and examination records. They 

made everyone watch. Probably to set an example. 

They show the riots on the news every day, too. And escapees. And 

they make sure we see what happens to them. I don’t think Jo’s 

escape could have added much more fuel to the fire. Thankfully the 

Council appears to think otherwise. There’s been no word of her or 

Jamie so far. They even made me swear to secrecy after they 

questioned me about it, so they must be worried. 

I try to ignore everything that’s going on, or spend my time 

fantasizing about when Jo and I were kids, back when everything 

was all right. I don’t know how much longer it’ll take before I crack. 

I wonder how any people survived the wars, living in constant fear 

like this. I wake up in the middle of the night, frozen in terror, just 

waiting for someone to catch us or shoot someone I love by accident. 

I’m not the only one. When I appeared at Zack’s door in the middle 

of the night, still shaking from a nightmare in which a grinning 

official had made me watch Jo, Jamie and my family slowly bleed to 
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death while he tore their legs off, I didn’t have to ask twice to get him 

to move in with me. At times, the situation is plain surreal. 

Sometimes, when I wake up, I find myself hoping that everything 

since that awful announcement of Monroe’s was a dream. But then I 

hear Zack’s snores coming from Tasha’s bed and know that 

everything’s all too real. 

I wonder, if I’d gone with Jo, if things would be different then. I 

imagine her having taken that ship to some wonderful, uncharted 

island, somewhere where no one cares what your examination 

results are and violence only exists in books and holo-movies. Some 

place where people are all really friendly and give Jamie all the 

colored pencils he wants. Somewhere where Jo is just waiting for me 

to show up. But then I remind myself, that – get real, Zoe – a place 

like that just doesn’t exist. And of all the reasons I didn’t go with Jo 

in the first place. And my parents, who are already suffering from 

having lost Tasha. I’ve never seen my dad with such deep purple 

bags underneath his eyes before. Or heard my mom laugh so little. 

Talk is, they’re going to close the schools down until things quiet 

down a bit. My parents didn’t even complain that we’re going to miss 

the opportunity to get a good education. I think they breathe a sigh 

of relief whenever they see Zack and me step through the door, safe 

and in one piece. It used to be something we never had to think about, 

living in the Northern Coalition. They taught us that we weren’t like 

societies before, where people had to worry about the threat other 

people were to them. Our new system, they said, was going to 

prevent that sort of thing from ever happening again. Violence was 
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supposed to be a thing of the past. That sure is working well. I can’t 

believe I was ever naïve enough not to see what big fat liars they 

were. We don’t have a clue what we’re doing, just like the 

generations before us. And our government is definitely not trying to 

keep all of us safe.  
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TWENTY-TWO 

Joanne 

 

I get quite good at chess over the course of the week, but I’m still 

no match for Gaelan, who wins every single time. I don’t know how 

he does it. He makes his moves seemingly effortlessly, always 

pushing me into a trap I didn’t see coming. However, I did manage 

to narrowly beat Captain Jim once, which is something of a comfort. 

He is a frequent visitor to our quarters at night, when he is not needed 

on the bridge all the time. Sometimes we go to visit him in his 

quarters as well, but that always makes me uneasy. Someone might 

catch us on the way there. 

Jamie also appears to enjoy the game. Yesterday, he proudly told 

Gaelan and me that he won three times against Captain Jim. We 
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couldn’t help exchanging smiling glances over Jamie’s head, quite 

sure that the captain had let Jamie win to keep his spirits up. The 

captain absolutely dotes on Jamie, calling him “Little James” while 

Jamie calls him “Big James”. And Jamie adores Captain Jim. He 

comes back from his cabin with shining eyes and keeps telling me 

that he wants to be a sailor when he grows up. I wish one day, that 

will be possible. 

 

*** 

 

About one week after sneaking aboard the Triton I’m lying on my 

bed reading a book the captain lent me. It’s an old classic called Moby 

Dick, something he loved as a boy. Jamie is in Captain Jim’s quarters 

for another visit. 

Suddenly, the door swings open with such force that I jump up 

from the bed, startled. I wince when I hit my head on Jamie’s bunk 

above. I no longer lock the door all the time now, since nobody has 

come to bother us so far. I have decided that this is safer. It’s unlikely 

that someone would be opening doors at random, whereas the 

constant knocking attracts attention. An added bonus is that, this 

way, Jamie can also come in when he gets back. 

I see that Gaelan has entered. He looks absolutely livid. 

“What’s wrong?” I ask fearfully. If something has happened to 

Jamie, I will never forgive myself. 

“You know what’s wrong,” he snarls. 
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“Actually, I don’t!” I glare at him. Since I see him every day, I have 

gotten used to talking to him by now. It’s easy to get the words out 

and if he thought he could start flinging about unjustified accusations 

and have me listen demurely, he was wrong. 

“Oh yeah?” Gaelan shoots back sarcastically. “And I guess you 

don’t agree with anything the Council does, Joanne Delandore.” He 

spits the name at me, like a disgusting, filthy creature he wants to get 

rid of. “We trusted you, when all along you’ve been a spy, probably 

laughing yourself silly behind our backs because we believed 

everything you told us. So you could report back to your stupid 

father and his Council buddies!” 

“I’m not helping my father.” I fight to keep my voice level. My head 

is reeling. How did he find out? Has the Council noticed our escape? 

“Yeah? Well it sure looks that way to me!” 

“Why do you always have to jump to conclusions?” I force myself 

to look directly at him, despite his livid expression. I have enough on 

my plate without Gaelan being furious at me as well. “Is there 

anything I ever said or did to make you think that I agreed with my 

father’s ideas?” 

I want to continue, but Gaelan interrupts. “If you don’t agree, then 

why didn’t you tell us about him? That’s a bit much to be holding 

back for someone claiming to be innocent!” 

At that, all the anger and frustration I’ve been bottling up for the 

past months starts to overflow. Never, not once have I said anything 

to support my father’s decision, but everyone just assumes I agree 

with it, simply because we are related. All those people at school, and 
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now him. “First of all,” I rant, “I’m not exactly on best terms with my 

father right now and I just didn’t want to talk about him, okay? 

Especially not in front of Jamie! He calls himself our father and yet 

he stands by and does nothing while the Council decides to murder 

millions of people, including his own son! Can’t you see why I might 

not want to talk about him? Can’t you see why I might be a little upset 

with him?” I lay the sarcasm on heavy. “And besides, you haven’t 

been very forthcoming about your family history, either! All I know 

is that you’re from St. Louis City, but I know nothing about why you 

left or who your parents are! And I know you and Captain Jim have 

got your own secrets, too. I’m not stupid enough not to find it a little 

strange that you’re so worried about spies on this ancient wreck of a 

ship! But I haven’t, not once, asked you about it! I figured if you 

wanted to, you’d tell me. So instead of snooping around in my affairs 

and accusing me of keeping secrets, think about the ones that you 

have!” 

“You…” Gaelan twists the digital in his hands, sputtering. “That’s 

completely different! I’m not the one who needs to explain anything. 

Of course we can’t tell you our secrets if we aren’t one hundred 

percent sure that we can trust you! You’re blaming us for something 

that’s only natural! But you –,“ he stops, searching for words. “You 

should have told us. This is not some minor detail. I thought –“ He 

falters. “I thought we were starting to be friends. I thought you 

trusted me!” 
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I can hear his disappointment now, see the hurt that he was hiding 

beneath all his anger. I open my mouth, then close it again, not 

knowing what to say. 

He turns to leave. 

“Gaelan, wait!” 

He reluctantly faces me again. His glare makes it harder to get the 

words out than it should be. 

“Look, Gaelan, I’m sorry. Maybe I should have told you.” 

“Maybe you should have.” 

“Okay, I guess there’s no maybe about it. But you know I didn’t do 

it to hurt you or the captain, or anyone on this ship. I get that you’re 

angry. But that doesn’t mean we can’t still be friends. It can’t matter 

that much who my father is.” 

Gaelan snorts. 

“Please,” I plead.  

He doesn’t say anything. Before the silence gets too long, I decide I 

have to say something. I grasp at the first thing I can think of, 

something that I need to know anyway. 

“How did you find out?” I sound guilty, even to myself. 

Wordlessly, Gaelan hands me his digital. He doesn’t say anything, 

just watches me as I begin to read. It’s an article I remember well. 

 

Concordia City School 23 wins City’s Science Marathon 

Concordia City. Concordia City School 23 narrowly beat their opponents 

from the City’s other 59 schools in yesterday’s breathtaking city-final to the 

annual Northern Coalition Science Marathon. After a year’s worth of tough 
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research, experiments, papers and exams, 23’s team was able to convince the 

judges of their expertise in the oral final between the City’s most promising 

six candidates. 23’s team was able to narrowly beat that of 17 by two points, 

third place goes to 49. The other three schools competing, 27, 45 and 50, also 

received special prizes for their successful participation. 

“I just can’t believe it,” Melanie Greene, an Alpha from 23 told our 

reporter ecstatically. “I know we’ve worked really hard on our project all 

year and also learnt a lot for the exams, but I still never would have expected 

this.” 

For one of the toughest and most highly acclaimed contests of the 

Northern Coalition, each school in every city is expected to participate with 

a team of six eighth grade students. This year’s winners in Concordia City 

are Lee Chung (𝛼), Joanne Delandore (𝛽), Melanie Greene (𝛼), Max Kartell 

(𝛽), Dennis O’Leary (𝛽) and Janet Waters (𝛽). The team from 23 was able 

to convince the jury with their very thoroughly researched and prepared 

project on increasing the effectivity of fuel cells and the overall scientific 

knowledge they were able to present during the NCSM’s written and oral 

examinations. 

“With dedicated young scientists such as these students, we can be sure 

that our planet’s future is in good hands,” jury member Prof. Dr. Carl 

Morgan (𝛼) from Concordia City Medical University said. 

One student on the winning team in particular seems to be following in 

her family’s footsteps: Joanne Delandore, daughter of our current tribune 

Marcus Delandore and great-granddaughter of the legendary James 

Delandore. “I couldn’t be more proud of Joanne,” Tribune Delandore told 

the press. “After my wife’s death, she is everything to me. I am glad to know 
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that she is eager to follow my example and do her best to contribute to the 

Coalition.” 

We could say the same thing about every one of the young minds 

participating and can only hope that their success here is indicative of future 

projects to come. For now, we wish them the best of luck in the competition 

against the winning teams of the other top cities in the Northern Coalition! 

 

The article is followed by a picture in which the six of us stand, 

holding up our linked hands in victory and grinning. I’m younger, 

but still clearly recognizable. 

“How did you find this?” I can’t keep the accusation from my 

voice. I hate the article. I remember how furious I was when it came 

out. Back then, I’d had a huge fight over it with my father. After my 

wife’s death, she is everything to me. It is only one line, and I doubt 

anyone else who read the article even took notice of it. But for me, it 

was just another one of those times when my father acted as if I were 

his only family member and Jamie didn’t exist. 

“I knew I recognized you. You already seemed familiar that first 

night in Captain Jim’s quarters.” His tone is hard. “I decided to do 

some research. It was only a matter of time before I found out. Then 

I saw your father on the news and, well, – the family resemblance is 

big enough so that I knew what I had to look for after that.” 

I hand the digital back to Gaelan in disgust. “Yeah,” I say 

sarcastically. “There’s a big resemblance. I can tell why you think I’m 

just like my father, eager to help him murder Deltas and Epsilons.” 
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“Why shouldn’t I?” Gaelan replies harshly. “After my wife’s death, 

she is everything to me. You two seem pretty close to me!” 

If he could have said anything that would make me furious, it was 

quoting that line. It is a reminder of everything that has been wrong 

in my family for years. My father showing off with me and 

pretending Jamie doesn’t exist. The Council’s decision in only the tip 

of the iceberg, really. His actions have been leading up to this for 

years. 

“I can’t believe you!” I scream the words at him. He has finally 

gone too far. “After having read that article, you should be able to tell 

exactly how I feel about my father! He has never, not once, said that 

he was proud of Jamie! He doesn’t even acknowledge that he exists 

in public! And he only uses me as a token, to show what a nice, 

perfect Beta child he has! He doesn’t even care that his son is about 

to be slaughtered - he didn’t even bother to come to Jamie’s 

examination! My best friend and I were the only people who even 

bothered to try to help him at all. My father just shut himself up in 

his room and wouldn’t even lift a finger in defense of his family. So 

yeah, I can tell why you think I’m exactly like my father!” 

A pounding knock on the door interrupts the silence after my 

speech. Gaelan and I exchange startled glances. I was too loud, much 

too loud. 

“The bathroom,” he hisses. He may be mad at me, but apparently 

he is no longer convinced I’m a spy. I don’t need telling twice and 

slip inside. What have I done? 
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I have barely ducked behind the shower curtain when Gaelan 

opens the door again. I peer through the gap between fabric and wall. 

At first I think that he has changed his mind and is going to turn me 

in, but then I realize that Captain Jim and Jamie are with him. They 

must have been the ones who knocked. I step out into the open. 

“Is everything all right in here?” the captain asks. His gaze darts 

back and forth between Gaelan and me. 

“Yes.” We both answer at the same time, not meeting each other’s 

eyes. 

“I can tell,” Captain Jim answers sarcastically. “Need I remind you 

that our goal is for you to remain inconspicuous? You’re lucky 

everyone else is up on deck right now, otherwise someone would 

surely have heard your polite little conversation!” 

Shame washes over me. He’s right, of course. 

“Gaelan, you’re needed on deck,” he tells him. “There’s a storm 

coming up and we need to secure everything.” 

The captain leaves the room. He doesn’t address another word to 

me. Gaelan follows him. 

Jamie stares after them with wide eyes. “Why where you yelling at 

him, Jo?” 

I stalk past him and throw myself down on my bunk. Moby Dick 

gets cast aside without another glance, leaving me room to stare 

angrily at my bedspread. 
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TWENTY-THREE 

Zoe 

 

“Stop slurping your soup, Zack.” I don’t bother to roll my eyes at 

him as I start thumping up the stairs. “That’s disgusting. And 

besides, you could’ve waited till dinner.” 

“I eeded simthroper teat,” he complains. His mouth is full to the 

bursting point. I think he means “I needed something proper to eat.” 

That’s the only similar sounding thing I can come up with that makes 

sense. “I heeded some opera teat” would be too bizarre, even for 

Zack. The first sentence is definitely the better choice. 

Things are finally getting back to normal around Concordia City. 

There’ve hardly been any riots the past two days, so schools and 

factories have been reopened. I guess the frightening-people-tactic 
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finally worked. Or there’s just no one left to frighten. Whatever the 

case, the normal food is starting to come back on. Good thing, too, 

because the stuff we had to eat for the last few days was plain old 

gross. They didn’t have enough workers to distribute what people 

ordered, so we all got this weird tasting porridge stuff. Which might 

be fine for one day, but after four, even the most porridge-loving 

person ever probably would’ve hated it. 

“Then eat it more quietly.” I dump my bag on the landing next to 

my room. “Is all the food back now?” There was still a shortage of 

fruit when I tried to order some for breakfast. 

“I think so,” Zack says. He must have swallowed because I can 

actually understand him now. 

I’m contemplating getting something myself – that soup does look 

very tempting - when there’s a sharp knock on the door. Zack and I 

have a silent staring match. 

“You’re closer,” I finally say. 

“I’m eating.” He shoves another spoonful of soup in his mouth to 

emphasize his point. Drat him. 

“Fine.” I stomp back downstairs and go answer the door. 

Whoever’s outside is already banging on it again. “I’m coming!” 

Sheesh, can’t they wait for a minute or two? 

“Step outside, Miss Gallaway.” The official’s voice is harsh and he’s 

bothered to find out my name, which can’t be good. My hands start 

getting sweaty, like they do whenever I’m nervous. “I’m assuming 

your brother is inside as well?” 
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Opening my mouth now seems like a bad idea. Most likely, I’d 

blurt out something incriminating, since I’m not sure what they’re 

looking for and can’t lie accordingly. So I just nod mutely. The official 

is definitely not happy about something. Maybe it’s only a routine 

inspection, I try to tell myself. Looking for people hiding from the 

authorities. They said on the news that they would start doing that. But 

when I step out the door and see my parents standing next to three 

other officials, I can tell it’s most definitely not a routine inspection. 

Their hands are shackled behind their backs and Mom looks like 

she’s been crying. Dad is standing slightly behind her. He opens his 

mouth as if to say something, but the official next to him shakes her 

head. He presses his lips together after that, but stares desperately at 

me. He’s trying to tell me something, I think, but I don’t understand 

what it is. 

The other official has returned, with Zack behind him. His eyes 

widen as he spots our parents. 

“Zoe, what’s going on?” He’s lost his usual cockiness. He’s just as 

frightened as I am. The official glares at us, but I ignore him and walk 

over to my brother. I squeeze his hand, shaking my head. I don’t 

know what’s going on, either. But it’s a pretty good guess that this 

has to do with either Jo or Tasha. 

“What can you tell us about the whereabouts of your sister, 

Zacharias?” one of the officials asks. She’s the same one who took 

notes during my interrogation about Jo. Guess this is about Tasha, 

then. 
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“What should I know?” Zack plays it sullen. “I think she said she 

wanted to visit our great-aunt before she was forced to snuff it.” I 

hear Mom gasp, but I’m impressed. The ruder he is, the more it 

sounds like he has nothing to be afraid of. 

The official doesn’t show what she thinks of Zack’s answer. She has 

the perfect poker face. Instead, she turns to me. “How about you, 

Zoe? Do you have anything to add to what your brother said?” 

“Not really,” I say. I decide to take a leaf out of Zack’s book. 

“Besides, what do you care? She’s a Gamma, not some Delta or 

Epsilon! Shouldn’t you be going after those?” 

The lady stares evenly back. She doesn’t bother to answer my 

question. Of course she doesn’t. I kind of wish she had her clipboard 

again, so that I wouldn’t have to see her face. Or that she would at 

least glare at me or something. This expressionlessness is seriously 

creepy. 

“Do either of you know a Dylan Pearson?”  

My heart beats faster. They know. 

“That’s my sister’s boyfriend,” I say, fighting to keep my voice 

calm. 

“They met at work,” Zack supplies. 

“And did you know that he’s been reexamined as a Delta?” Is it my 

imagination or are the official’s eyes boring straight into mine as she 

says this? Why isn’t she looking at Zack? 

“Tasha didn’t tell us,” Zack says, saving me. 

“How about you, Zoe?” the official asks. “Did you know anything 

about that?” 
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“I think I heard a rumor or something.” They’ll think it’s even more 

suspicious if I deny it completely. “But I haven’t seen Dylan or his 

parents since the examinations started and I thought Tasha would 

have texted if something were wrong. So I thought it wasn’t true.” 

“So neither of you think that it’s plausible that Tasha ran off with 

her boyfriend?” She says it in an off-hand way, but I can see the 

hunger in her gaze. She wants to trip us up and catch us guilty of 

lying. 

“Of course not,” Zack scoffs. “Tasha wouldn’t just leave without 

telling us first.” 

The official smiles at him. It’s the first time today I’ve seen her show 

any kind of expression. “You see, that’s exactly what I thought, too.” 

She raises her hand. A pair of arms grabs me from behind, making 

me unable to move. Another official has stepped up to Zack and is 

wrestling his arms into a pair of handcuffs. 

“Hey, what are you doing?” I squirm, trying to free myself. “You 

have no right to do this to us! We haven’t done anything wrong!” 

From across the street, I see Ms. Crenshaw’s door open a crack wider. 

She must think this is much more interesting than the DiCaprios’ 

daily marriage quarrels. 

“I’m afraid we have every right.” The official smiles grimly. “I was 

wrong to underestimate you. I wouldn’t be surprised if there was a 

very different story to Joanne and James Delandore’s disappearance 

than the one you gave us, too.” 

“I’m not a liar.” I say it through gritted teeth, but my hands are 

shaking. 
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“Are you so sure? Because I think you are.” She gives a signal to 

one of her colleagues. He walks up to the solcar parked next to out 

sidewalk, the one the officials must have brought my parents in. You 

don’t transport handcuffed passengers by shuttle. The official opens 

the door and pulls another shackled figure out of the back door. Zack 

and I gasp in unison. It’s Tasha. She has rumpled clothes, her hair is 

a rat’s nest and she’s got a nasty scratch across her face. But I’d 

recognize my sister anywhere. 

“Because unfortunately, your stories don’t match,” the clipboard-

official lady says sweetly. “Tasha told me her family thought she was 

going on a last holiday with her boyfriend. Maybe you should have 

set your story straight before you covered up an escape attempt.” Her 

last words come out cold as steel. “And you know what that means.” 

Damn you, Tasha, I think. I can’t help blaming her for this, at least a 

little. If she hadn’t been in such a hurry to leave, she could have 

planned things a little more thoroughly. If she’d just told everyone 

what she wanted to do and had at least thought of a good cover, she 

wouldn’t have put everyone else in danger, just for her stupid 

boyfriend. Part of me knows I’m being unfair – Didn’t I put my family 

in danger by helping Jo, too? – but I can’t help it. I’m nauseous with 

fear of what they’re going to do to us. My eyes can’t help being drawn 

to the guns in the officials’ holsters. 

“No!” Tasha cries out. She’s sobbing. “Please don’t hurt them. I 

swear, they didn’t know!” 

The official who’s got her slaps her across the face. “Shut up, girl. 

You don’t honestly think we’ll believe anything you say!” 
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“Don’t hit her!” I yell at the man, even though my parents are 

shaking their heads at me frantically. They’re telling me not to make 

things worse, but I don’t see how it can get any worse than this. I 

won’t let them hurt my sister, how ever mad at her I might be. 

“Don’t push it,” the guy holding me whispers in my ear. He’s the 

one who knocked on our door. It sounds almost like he feels a little 

sorry for me. Not enough to stop this, but enough to pity me. 

Hypocrite. I hate him even more than the others. 

“I’ll hit her all I want,” the man says and raises his hand to strike 

Tasha again. He sends a leering grin my way. “Traitors don’t deserve 

any better.” 

“My sister is not a traitor!” I glare at him, and Mr-holding-me-

prisoner tightens his grip on my arms. He’s probably really proud of 

how well he’s doing his job. He’s just like some of those kids at 

school, who are all over-eager to prove themselves to the teacher. 

“Zo, please don’t,” Tasha whispers through her tears. “Don’t.” 

She’s terrified. Funny enough, I’m not anymore. All I feel now is 

anger. 

“She’s right,” the lady official says. “We don’t want you going the 

same way as your sister.” She smiles at me, and reaches for her 

holster. “It’s time to show Coalition citizens how traitors are treated.” 

She draws her gun. I freeze. 

“No, please,” my mother’s voice is shaking. “Please, we’ll do 

anything…” My father is straining like mad to free himself of the 

official holding him back, but from all the success he is having, he 
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could be trying to move a concrete wall. Zack is calling out Tasha’s 

name. 

“Not my daughter,” my father is screaming now, his face red. From 

strain or anger, I can’t tell. “You can’t hurt my daughter!” 

Tasha is staring back at us, terror in her eyes. The official holding 

her moves out of the way. Then there is a deafening blast and I’m 

screaming, screaming for my sister, flailing my arms to get free, but 

the official won’t let go. 

“I’m sorry,” he whispers, but I don’t care. All I can see is my 

mother, sobbing, my father hanging limply in his official’s arms and 

Tasha’s crumpled form on the ground. Zack is cursing the officials, 

the Council, the whole Northern Coalition and I continue to scream 

my sister’s name, sobbing, as the officials start dragging us toward 

the solcar. 
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TWENTY-FOUR 

Joanne 

 

That night, I come to appreciate the fact that we have our own 

bathroom even more. It’s impossible to sleep. The ship is being tossed 

into all directions and every few seconds the room gets lit by flashes 

of lightning. Jamie seems to be taking it fairly well, but my stomach 

doesn’t appreciate the swaying motion at all. I spend the first hour of 

the storm crouched over the toilet bowl, retching up my dinner. Back 

home, I loved being awake during thunderstorms, watching the sky 

through my window. I’d be fascinated by the bolts of electricity 

cutting through the atmosphere and the deafening cracks of thunder 

they brought with them. Sometimes, I’d even crack my window 

open, just a slit, so I could taste the sulfurous tang in the air mixing 
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with the clean smell of rain. However, back home, thunderstorms 

didn’t involve the ground shifting beneath my feet. Here, I decide I 

don’t care for them at all. 

The clock on the food port display tells me that it is almost half past 

eleven. Yesterday, Captain Jim asked me to come along at that time 

to discuss what we would do once the Triton reached mainland. I 

doubt that invitation still stands under these weather conditions, but 

maybe I’d better go and check. Who knows what sailors who’ve been 

at sea almost their whole lives think of a storm like this? Maybe it 

doesn’t bother them more than a light drizzle because they’ve 

become so used to it. 

Green in the face, I tell Jamie to keep the door locked and to come 

fetch me if he needs anything. I make my way to the captain’s 

quarters, grasping the rails on the walls for support. 

When I finally get there, I’m glad that the captain is really in his 

quarters. My stomach is lurching up and down and the world is 

spinning before my eyes. I don’t think I’d have been able to walk back 

to Jamie right away, not before resting. I must be even greener in the 

face than before because Captain Jim hands me a chair without 

asking any questions. He grins at me. “Not quite found your sea legs 

yet, have you?” He chuckles when I moan an indistinct reply. I guess 

the sailors are used to this type of weather. 

“Take this,” he says, unscrewing a white bottle and handing me a 

pill. “It might take some time to take effect, but you should feel a little 

better.” 
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“Thanks.” I swallow the pill, praying that it won’t come right back 

up again. 

“Do you think you’re up to our discussion? Or do you want to put 

it off until tomorrow?” I can hear the concern in his voice. 

“It’s fine,” I croak. “I think I could use a little distraction right 

now.” 

“If you’re sure…” Captain Jim eyes me doubtfully. “It won’t be a 

huge help if you throw up all over our plans.” 

“I’m sure,” I reply with more conviction. “I don’t think there’s 

anything left in my stomach for that, anyway.” I smile weakly. 

The captain laughs. “Well, you’re tough, I’ll certainly give you that. 

And since you’re all set, let’s get started. Nothing better than working 

on an empty stomach, right?” 

We pour over maps and Captain Jim’s digital. I’m relieved that as 

the time passes, I begin to get used to the ship’s swinging motion. 

Whether that is due to me or Captain Jim’s pill, I don’t know, but I’m 

grateful all the same. Maybe I won’t have to spend the whole night 

vomiting after all. 

 We talk things through, going over every detail. The Triton is 

headed toward the east coast of the western mainland. She is due to 

arrive at Charlotte City in approximately two days. From there on, 

Jamie and I will have to travel southwest to avoid meeting other 

people. However, where our exact goal should be is anything but 

clear. We need to stay clear of all major cities, but we can’t stray too 

far south, either. It would mean being out in the open in the desert 

without access to food or water or battling our way through the 
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jungle, where tropical diseases simply thrive. We’ve come up with a 

few possibilities when the ship gives a huge jerk. At the same time, 

the captain’s digital starts vibrating. 

“What the - ?” I’m not sure whether the captain is talking about the 

ship or his digital. Maybe the latter, because his brows furrow as he 

reads the message. 

Then Gaelan bursts into the room, coughing up water. I almost 

don’t recognize him at first. He is absolutely soaked and covered in 

a hooded gray raincoat that drips even more water onto the floor. 

“The sails,” he gasps, panting for breath. “They’ve… They’ve 

somehow become unfurled. I need… help.” 

“Shit!” the captain exclaims. I’m startled to see him get so 

emotional. “Of all the convenient times – can’t one of the others help 

you?” 

“All busy,” Gaelan pants. “Water got into the power room 

somehow. They’re trying to seal the leak before we lose electricity.” 

“Dammit!” I’ve never heard the captain swear before. He is already 

pulling on his own raincoat and to his surprise, he throws me one, 

too. “Sometimes it’d be very helpful to have a bigger crew. I’m going 

to check on the engine. That seems to be the bigger problem right 

now. Joanne, you go with Gaelan.” 

“Me?” I squeak. 

“Don’t worry, you’ll be fine. No one will look too closely and 

recognize you with this on, anyway. Gaelan can tell you what to do,” 

Captain Jim says absentmindedly as he pulls on his boots. “Just do 

what he tells you. And remember Gaelan, if you can’t get the sails in, 
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don’t try to be a hero. It’s better if we lose the sails than the ship. Just 

cut them loose so they can’t do more damage if you don’t manage. 

We’ve got spares.” With that, he leaves the room. I shrug into my 

own raincoat and boots, though it takes me a lot longer than the 

captain. Gaelan doesn’t look happy about this, especially about 

having me as a partner. I’m so small that I’ll probably only be in his 

way and I can see from his expression that he hasn’t forgotten our 

argument. Neither have I. 

“Hurry up,” he orders impatiently. I bite back a sarcastic comment 

and follow him up the stairs to the deck. In a way, I am glad that the 

storm has already gone on for a while and for the pill that Captain 

Jim gave me. Otherwise I wouldn’t have been able to cope with the 

floor going up and down like this. 

As we step out into the open, the wind almost knocks me back 

down the hole we climbed out of. Salty spray from the ocean hits me 

directly in my face and it takes all my will to keep my eyes open. I 

can hardly see as it is. 

“Here!” Gaelan yells, throwing me a rope with a karabiner attached 

to one end. I can barely understand him with the wind howling like 

this. “Hook this onto your coat!” Gaelan has already done so. There’s 

a ring attached to the front of his coat, just for that purpose, it seems. 

I had wondered what it was for. I fumble around, trying to find the 

one on mine. 

“What’s this for?” I shout back at him when I’ve finally managed 

it. 

“So you don’t get washed overboard.”  
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I gulp at his curt reply. 

“Come on,” he says impatiently. He grabs my hand and drags me 

across the deck. His skin is icy cold and wet, but I’m glad for his 

support. In this howling gale, it would be easy to lose sight of him. 

I can see the problem right away. The sails on the main mast have 

been rolled up and tied together, but one of the straps securing them 

must have come loose. One of the sails is almost fully unfurled again 

with the rest of the straps having come loose as well. The roaring 

wind is blasting right into the sail, tossing the ship around even more. 

And making it nearly impossible to roll the sail back in. 

“Why didn’t you take the sails down completely?” I shout at 

Gaelan. Rain slaps into my face and I clasp my mouth shut again. 

“Whoever was responsible probably thought that the storm 

wouldn’t be bad enough to do any real damage. Taking them down 

and putting them back up is a whole bunch of work and there was 

loads of other stuff to do. Nothing usually happens!”” He sounds 

angry, whether at his colleagues’ carelessness or the storm itself, I 

can’t tell.  

He crouches down next to the mast. His face looks ghostly pale as 

it is lit again and again by flashes of lightning. 

“See this?” He points to a coil of rope wrapped around a huge 

cylindrical spool. There is a crank lever attached to it. 

I nod. 

“This is used to roll the sails up.” I have to strain my ears to 

understand him over the roaring gale. “I want you to pull on this as 

if your life depended on it. Meanwhile, I’m gonna try to get the sails 
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down. There’s no way we can secure the straps otherwise in this 

weather.” 

He removes his hands from the lever to give me room to pull. 

Instead, he starts working untangling some of the ropes on the mast. 

I grab the crank and heave with all my might. I feel as if my arms are 

being ripped from their sockets, but I’m not getting very far. Before I 

can make a full turn, some gust of wind hits the sails and the lever 

spins back again, despite my efforts to pull. And the slipperiness of 

the wet handle is not helping. I yearn for a time when this was done 

automatically. Although with electricity threatening to fail, it might 

not help us much. 

Gaelan doesn’t seem to be having much more luck either. He’s 

trying to pull down the wooden rod the sail is attached to, but the 

wind is as much of a problem for him as for me. It is simply 

impossible to reel it in with the gale blowing in the opposite direction. 

After watching the crank spin out of my hand for about the 

twentieth time, I finally accept this is hopeless. 

“This will never work!” I shout to Gaelan. “We don’t have the 

strength to pull against this wind!” 

“I know,” Gaelan replies defeatedly. “Maybe we should both try 

rolling the sail up together and then pull it in. Might work better with 

a smaller area for the wind to blow against.” 

He comes over to the lever and grabs it. Together, we heave. At 

first I think nothing is happening and the attempt is pointless, but 

then we manage to pull the crank around a full circle. And another. 

It is grueling work, but slowly the sail begins to recede upwards. 
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“I think this is enough,” Gaelan finally says. The sail is still not 

completely rolled up, but I don’t think I can pull anymore. My arms 

and hands feel as if they were on fire. 

“Hold this while I try to reel the sail in,” Gaelan says as he lets go 

of the lever. My muscles scream in protest, but I don’t let go. I won’t 

have all our work be in vain. 

Somehow after what seems like hours, Gaelan manages to pull the 

dripping canvas down. I let go of the lever and help him tie the straps 

around the sail. I’m not entirely sure how my hands manage it. I can’t 

really feel them anymore.  

“I’d say we get this one inside and then come back for the rest,” 

Gaelan says, looking up at the remaining sails. “Those should be 

easier, since they’re already rolled up.” 

Too tired to speak, I nod in agreement. My teeth are chattering 

now. It is cold out here and being wet isn’t helping. I grab on to one 

end of the pole, Gaelan to the other. Maneuvering the sail around the 

mast is a little tricky, but we manage. We’ve almost made it back to 

the entrance that leads back below deck when my foot slips on the 

wet planks below me. I yelp as I hit the ground. The sail comes 

tumbling after me and rolls away into the darkness. 

“Joanne! Are you all right?” Gaelan bends over me in concern.  

“I’m fine,” I say through gritted teeth. I banged up my knee pretty 

badly, but over the course of the last week, I’ve become used to 

having cuts and bruises. I take the hand he offers and let him pull me 

back up. 
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“Let’s go after the sail.” I take the lead and try not to let my limp 

show. Another bolt of lightning reveals that the pole has rolled all the 

way against the railing. 

I make my way towards it, but before I reach my destination, there 

is a jarring sensation in my gut. I turn around and realize that the 

rope anchoring me to the ship is stretched taunt. Turning around, I 

see that Gaelan has the same problem. We both can’t take another 

step. 

I look back to the sail and watch it rolling from side to side. If left 

there until the storm dissipates, it is definitely going to have a few 

tears. That is, if it hasn’t been washed overboard by the time. 

Determination washes over me. I did not spend over an hour out 

here trying to get that piece of canvas down for nothing. Captain Jim 

may have told us not to take any risks, but the sail is only a few meters 

away. I can get it easily. I reach around and unclip the karabiner from 

my coat. 

“Are you insane?” Gaelan starts forward and tries to grab my arm, 

but the sudden motion makes him slip and he slides to the floor. That 

is all the time I need. I drop to all fours – standing in these conditions 

without the rope for safety is too risky – and begin crawling toward 

the sail. A wave hits the bow of the ship and water washes over the 

entire deck, drenching me completely. I shiver. When I’ve recovered 

from the shock, I look around for the sail. I realize that the wave has 

washed it even farther away from me. I start to crawl again, ignoring 

Gaelan’s shouts. I’ve almost made it. 
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A few more paces and I’ve reached the sail. I start pulling it across 

the floor behind me. Without Gaelan’s help, it really is heavy. I have 

to pause several times, gasping for breath. Several more waves crash 

over the deck and send me sprawling to the floor again, but I don’t 

give up. 

I’m only a short distance away from my original position now. 

Gaelan is standing there waiting for me, his expression absolutely 

livid. Suddenly it changes from anger to one of complete horror. I’m 

about to ask what’s wrong when I hear a roar behind me, just before 

the wave slams into me. It is nothing like the waves before. My spine 

shudders with the force of the impact. My feet are ripped out from 

under my body and I feel myself sliding backwards. I choke on the 

water I swallowed, desperate for air. The sail comes crashing after 

me. We are a tumbling mess of canvas and body, crashing in an 

uncontrolled descent. The ship has shifted, so that the planks are no 

longer an even surface below me. There is someone screaming. It 

takes me a second to realize that that someone is me. I’m being 

catapulted toward the railing and in one moment of terror, I think 

I’m going overboard. Somehow, I manage to hold onto one of the 

metal rails, though. Instead of being washed over the side of the 

Triton, I slam into it. I gasp for breath as pain sears through every 

bone in my body. I see the sail hurtling at me. Everything goes dark. 

 

When I open my eyes again, it becomes clear that only a few 

seconds have passed. My head hurts like hell where the sail slammed 

into it, but at least I am still on the ship and alive. Being dead 
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wouldn’t hurt this much, would it? Another lightning stroke reveals 

Gaelan, only a few feet away from me. He appears to have cut my 

discarded rope and tied it to his – I have no idea where he got a knife 

out here, but I’m in no condition to ask questions. He grabs me 

roughly by the arms and pulls me up. 

“Can you walk?” 

Mutely, I nod, even though I’m actually not sure. But my legs seem 

to be working. Or maybe that’s just Gaelan dragging me along. 

Once we reach safety below deck, Gaelan begins shouting at me. 

“What were you thinking? Are you completely insane? You could 

have died!” His eyes blaze and he has to catch his breath after every 

word. I had thought he was angry this morning, when he accused me 

of being a spy for my father. However, that was nothing compared 

to the absolute fury in his voice now. “I took you with me so you 

could help me, not get yourself killed!” His breathing is ragged. 

“I’m sorry,” I whisper. “The sail…” 

“The sail can be replaced! We’ve got like three spares on board!” 

He is shaking with anger. “You, on the other hand can’t! Did you 

even think about your brother? If you had died, he would have been 

left to fend for himself! How do you think he’d take it if I had to tell 

him that his sister sacrificed herself for an old piece of canvas? Did 

you ever think about how the people who loved you would feel if 

something happened to you? Do you know what it’s like to learn that 

you’ve lost all that’s left of your family? I can’t believe you would be 

so selfish!”  
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I’ve never seen him like this. And what makes it worse, a thousand 

times worse, is that he’s right. “I’m sorry,” I whisper again, lifelessly. 

“I’m so, so sorry, Gaelan.” 

“Yeah,” Gaelan says sarcastically. “Why don’t you run along to 

your quarters? I can finish up by myself up here.” 

“But -,“ I start to disagree. It’s a nightmare out there. Two people 

will definitely be better than one person alone. 

“I can do this by myself,” Gaelan insists. “Do you think I have the 

time or the nerves to come running after you every time you do 

something stupid? I’ve been on this ship for almost two years now! 

Don’t you think I can handle myself? I managed just fine before you 

came!” 

He stalks away angrily before I can say anything else. I walk back 

to our room, throw myself onto my bed and ridiculously, start to cry. 
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TWENTY-FIVE 

Zoe 

 

It’s dark. The floor beneath me is hard. My surroundings are 

shaking. Everything is vibrating with the drone of an engine. At least 

I think that’s what it is. I think I’m on a plane. My head aches and 

there’s a strange taste in my mouth. I remember them forcing some 

clear liquid down my throat. I knew it wasn’t water. They must have 

drugged me. It could have been worse, much worse – I’m still alive, 

right? - but I don’t care. I don’t care about anything. The memory of 

Tasha on the ground, a pool of blood forming around her head, keeps 

playing over and over again in my mind. I scream, wanting it to stop, 

or for someone to just come and kill me, too, but no one does. I stay 

in the dark, screaming until I’m so hoarse no sound comes out. 
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They’ve kept my handcuffs on and shackled me to the wall behind 

me. I wonder where they thought I’d escape to, or what they thought 

I’d do if I did. As if I were some serious threat. I break into hysterical 

laughter, but that hurts my sore throat. My laughter turns into 

hacking coughs. The metal shackles dig into my wrists. The pain feels 

good. Right. After all, all of this is my fault. I was the one who gave 

Tasha the idea to escape. She said so herself. If it weren’t for me, she’d 

still be alive right now. We’d be in our room, sleeping, unaware of 

the horrible alternate reality in which her life ended so abruptly. Or 

awake, giggling about Dylan. I wonder what they did to him. Maybe 

he got away. But probably, they shot him, too. Another death I can 

add to the list of people I killed. And maybe his parents and sister as 

well. Or Jo and Jamie. I don’t even know if anyone I love is still alive. 

All I can hope is that since I’m here, alive and breathing, maybe my 

parents and Zack are, too. 

Doing nothing gives me time to think, and thinking is bad. All I see 

are horrible things I’m not ready for. I need to do something. Maybe 

I can find out where the rest of my family is. The rest of my remaining 

family. I try moving my hands, but I can’t get them more than a few 

centimeters from the walls without the handcuffs stopping me. Drat 

them. I guess I’ll have to use my feet instead. Awkwardly, I stretch 

my body out. My toes hit something solid. I move one of my feet 

slowly upward, using my other leg to lift myself of the floor. The 

plane – I have decided this really is a plane – lurches and I come 

crashing down, hitting my head on the hard metal floor. It hurts, but 

the pain just makes me more determined. I have a mission to 
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accomplish. And whatever happens, I’m not giving the Council the 

satisfaction of having beaten me. If their stupid plane wants to keep 

me from exploring my surroundings, then that’s what I’m going to 

do. And if they expect me to give up and offer myself to them in 

misery, then I’m definitely going to do my best to prove them wrong. 

I prop myself back up and stretch my feet out again. 

After several more falls and probably more bruises than I can 

count, I’ve figured out that I’m in a box or small space of some sorts. 

A very small space. I’m seriously lucky that I’m not claustrophobic. 

The floor is approximately square, slightly less long than my body is 

when my arms are stretched over my head. I can sit up in it, but even 

if the handcuffs didn’t prevent it, I wouldn’t be able to stand. Squat, 

maybe, but the ceiling’s pretty low. There’s a barred something on 

the wall to my right. There’s cool air blowing out of it, so it must be 

a vent. Other than that, the walls are perfectly smooth, with no cracks 

I could use to escape. Not that I have a realistic chance of doing that 

anyway. The handcuffs kind of rule out that possibility. I’ve tried 

slipping my hands through the metal rings, but they’re so tight, they 

dig into my flesh. There’s no way I can get them off without having 

the unlock frequency and a device to send it. I’ve checked my 

pockets, but they must have taken my digital before they put me on 

this thing. And there’s nothing in this space with me that I could use, 

either. There’s nothing here at all. Apart from me and the air inside, 

the box is perfectly empty. 

I wonder where they’re taking me. It can’t be anywhere pleasant, 

since I’m being punished for treason. But at least they didn’t kill me. 
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Unlike Tasha, my awful brain reminds me. Maybe helping someone 

escape is not as bad as actually doing it. But they won’t send me off 

on some nice vacation, either. Wherever I’m going, some kind of 

torture awaits me. 

The engine drones on and on. I start shivering. The air’s quite cool 

in here, and I’m only wearing my daily shorts and t-shirt. I start 

tapping my foot against the ground. Nothing to do is bad. The Tasha-

memory is leaking back into my thoughts. Maybe I should try to 

sleep, but then I’d have nightmares for sure. Although I’m not exactly 

having pleasant thoughts either, now that I’m awake. 

The plane lurches again, harder this time. My stomach turns. I’m 

glad I didn’t eat anything. Otherwise I would be throwing up right 

now. That’d be seriously disgusting, having to share this space with 

my own barf. I slide toward one of the metal walls as the ground tilts 

beneath me. We must be landing. Or at least I hope we are because 

otherwise this would not be normal, right? Although it wouldn’t 

really matter if the plane did crash. Then I could join Tasha. And the 

Council people flying this thing could rot in hell. 

  

*** 

 

I’m momentarily blinded when the box is opened. Someone lifts 

the ceiling – the lid, I realize, - and grabs my arms. 

“Try anything funny, and you’ll be very sorry,” a voice growls. 

There is a click and I can hear the chain of the handcuffs drop to the 

floor behind my back. Strong arms lift me out of the box and onto 
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what looks like an examination table, like the ones they have at the 

doctor’s office. My pupils narrow, getting used to all the light in here. 

It’s coming from long fluorescent tubes on the ceiling. There are dead 

flies covering the glass below them. I shudder involuntarily. There 

are a bunch of cabinets in the room, but they’re all shut. I can’t see 

what’s inside. But on one counter, there are a couple of top-quality 

looking microscopes and a bunch of other complicated looking metal 

contraptions. And there’s one glass vitrine that appears to hold 

bottles of some sort. This looks like a creepy mix of the doctor’s office 

and the school labs. I remember when we once dissected fish in those. 

The poor things were already dead, but they still stared mournfully 

at us as we sliced them open and pulled their intestines out. Jo and I 

swore never to tell Jamie that that lab awaited him in the future. 

Though now, honestly, it doesn’t seem that bad in comparison. Who 

could have known what really lay in store for him? Now, having to 

slice up a few poor fish doesn’t seem that terrible at all. 

“A Gamma, huh,” an Alpha lady in a white lab coat says, eyeing 

me suspiciously. She’s standing next to a broad-shouldered official. 

That must be the guy who pulled me out of the box. It’s still standing 

on the floor next to the table, on some kind of thing with wheels. Its 

bleak metal insides look strangely comforting. I wonder if they 

would let me go back inside, if I asked them. “Don’t see many of 

those around here. You want me to re-mark her?”  

The official grunts. I suppose the lady takes that to mean yes 

because she walks over to a drawer and pulls out a baton-like 

instrument. I’ve seen one before, loads of times. It’s the one they use 
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to renew the marks after each examination. I guess that’s what she 

meant by “re-marking me”. Is she going to lower my group, so she 

can get rid of me with the other Deltas and Epsilons without having 

it seem suspicious? But then again, nobody seemed to mind shooting 

any protesting Gammas in the streets. That can’t be it. Maybe the 

baton is something different after all.  

The lady pulls my head back roughly and swings the baton in front 

of my face. She almost hits me in the head with it. From the look she 

gives me, I can tell she doesn’t care about that in the least. 

“Hey! What are you doing?” My voice comes out as a croak. I’m 

still hoarse from screaming and from not having talked since last 

night. Or at least I assume it was last night. But I can’t just sit here 

while they do who knows what to me. I should have been giving 

them trouble from the minute they got me out of that box. They’re 

never going to let me live, probably, so I just have to make sure to tell 

them what I think of them while I’m still breathing. I owe that much 

to Tasha. 

Both the woman and the official ignore me. 

“Hold her, please,” she says. The official grabs my shoulders again. 

“This is such a waste of time,” he grunts. His vocabulary seems to 

consist of those. “It’s not like she’s going anywhere. A normal mark 

would do fine.” 

The woman fills the baton up with some kind of liquid. “It’s just a 

precaution,” she replies absent-mindedly as she snaps some kind of 

cap back on the instrument. Then she points it at my head. This time 

she doesn’t flourish it around like some medieval sword, which 
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makes me even more certain that she only did it earlier to show me 

that she was the one in charge here. 

The baton starts to hum. A searing pain shoots through my 

forehead, making me forget everything around me. White hot knives 

are slicing into my skin and my scalp is on fire. For the first time in 

the last few hours, Tasha is driven completely from my mind. I 

scream and try to thrash out of the woman’s way, but the man’s 

hands are holding me tight. Getting my mark never hurt like this. 

This feels like I’m dying. No headache I’ve ever had compares to the 

pain I’m feeling now. Some part of my mind still has enough energy 

to wonder what the hell they’re doing to me. Finally, after what could 

have been a few seconds or hours – I lost all sense of time – the pain 

stops. I slump against the official, whimpering. 

The woman takes the cap off the baton again and puts it on the 

table next to me. “There,” she says sweetly. “That wasn’t so bad, was 

it?” 

I glare at her. I don’t have the strength to do anything else, even 

though I want to ask what they did to me. Maybe this is my 

punishment for being responsible for my sister’s death. I have to stay 

here until I die and let them torture me. I’m going to waste away 

slowly, fighting to stay alive because I don’t have the guts to just die 

and not give them the satisfaction of seeing me suffer. I wonder if 

these people have any empathy at all. 

The woman grabs my arm and plunges a syringe into it. This time, 

it doesn’t hurt. At least not compared to what she did before. But it’s 



213 
 

probably not good either. Maybe there was some kind of poison in 

there that it now coursing through my veins.  

“That’s the ID. Now get her out of my sight,” the lady sighs, and 

the official grabs me roughly and swings me over his shoulder as if I 

were no heavier than a baseball bat or something. “I’ve got some 

people waiting for tests outside.” I wonder who on Earth would ever 

willingly wait for that woman to do tests on them. She scares me 

more than the clipboard-official did, even. 

The man walks through a door, into a dimly lit hallway. Again, 

there are no windows, just those disgusting fly-filled tubes again. The 

walls are a nauseating mustard-yellow and the tiled floor reminds 

me of the school bathrooms. This place looks old. A lot of the tiles are 

cracked. There are tons of doors leading away from the hallway, all 

painted in the same mustard-yellow color as the walls. The official 

steers around several corners, all of them leading into identical 

looking hallways. Once, we pass through a pair of glass double-doors 

that apparently serve no purpose other than being there and creaking 

horribly when they’re opened. The official continues through a 

labyrinth of corridors. Everything looks the same to me. Maybe he’s 

going in circles to confuse me. As if I had any idea where I was.  

Finally, we reach a mustard-yellow door that looks just like the 

hundreds of others here. I wonder if the official even knew where he 

was going or just took me to a random room. Maybe one as far away 

from the doctor as possible. That’d explain the long walk here. Maybe 

he thought he could creep me out more if he took a longer way 

through the building. Or maybe he wanted to show me how 
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impossible it would be to escape out of this huge and confusing place 

without being detected. Whatever his intentions were, they worked. 

The official sets me on the ground, growls at me to better not move 

and pulls a small metal object out of his pocket. He slides it into a slit 

on the doorknob. I realize this must be a key. This building must be 

even older than I thought. They don’t even use bio-detection. 

Although that might make escaping easier. 

The door opens. The official shoves me through it. “Time to meet 

your new buddies,” he grunts as he flips up a light switch on the wall 

next to us. “Welcome to ‘New Hope Termination Facility’”. Then he 

steps out of the room and shuts the door behind me. 
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TWENTY-SIX 

Joanne 

 

The atmosphere in Captain Jim’s room is tense. Gaelan is still not 

speaking to me. My mood is not much better. I didn’t get much rest 

last night. Every part of my body is covered in bruises. I couldn’t find 

a comfortable position to sleep in, especially with the storm shaking 

up the ship. Even Captain Jim is showing signs of strain. The problem 

in the power room apparently took a long time to fix and he’s spent 

the whole morning in his room, discussing something with Gaelan. 

He can’t have had more than two hours of sleep, tops. Jamie is the 

only one of us who acting relatively cheerful, although even he has 

lost some of his usual buoyancy after being tossed around like a rag 

doll all night. 
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“Well,” the captain starts, breaking the strained silence. “By our 

current estimates, the Triton should reach Charlotte City tomorrow 

around noon. Yesterday, Joanne and I came up with a few potential 

destinations for you two fugitives.” He nods at Jamie and me. “I’ve 

been discussing things with Gaelan since he’ll be traveling roughly 

in the same direction, he will be able to accompany you along the 

way.” 

This is the first time I’ve heard about Gaelan leaving the ship as 

well. From the way he’d talked, I’d gotten the impression that the 

Triton had become his home. I thought he’d meant to stay. I’m 

extremely curious. 

Gaelan, however, doesn’t look happy about this arrangement at all. 

“Look, Captain Jim, I already told you – I don’t think that’s a good 

idea. Joanne and Jamie will just slow me down. I might not make it 

on time.” 

This arouses my interest even more, but despite my curiosity, I find 

myself agreeing with Gaelan. He may have saved my life last night, 

but I don’t want to spend the rest of our journey with him bickering 

at me every time he stops to catch his breath. Especially if he doesn’t 

want us along. I’m not going to force him to put up with us, not when 

he has clearly shown that he thinks we will only be in the way. 

“Thank you, but that’s all right,” I say rather coldly. “We can 

manage on our own. We definitely wouldn’t want to slow Gaelan 

down.” 
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Gaelan and I glare at each other across the room. I might be 

supporting his request, but it’s nice to see that it nettles him that we 

don’t want him along, either. 

“But Jo,” Jamie says, tugging my sleeve. “Gaelan is fun!” 

I glare at my brother. Traitor. Gaelan smirks at me. He may not 

want us for company any longer, but he is very content with the fact 

that Jamie likes him. Too content. I don’t know why it bothers me as 

much as it does. But right now, I really feel like throwing something 

at him. I’m not giving into that childishness, though. 

“No, no,” I say. “I’m sure we can manage.” I try to keep my voice 

as light as I can, but some of my annoyance leaks through anyway. 

Captain Jim’s eyes dart back and forth between Gaelan and me. 

When he addresses us, his tone is harsher than I’m used to. “I’m 

afraid it’s not up for discussion. You three have much better chances 

of reaching your goals if you stay together. And Gaelan, I’m sure they 

can manage without you for a few more days.” Do I detect a hint of 

sarcasm in his voice? 

“No offense, Captain Jim,” Gaelan says, “but isn’t this a decision 

that we should make for themselves? Joanne doesn’t want to come 

with me either.” 

“Maybe,” the captain says, shrugging. “But while you’re on my 

ship, I expect my decisions to be followed if you want my help.” He 

looks at both Gaelan and me as he says this. “The rest is up to you. 

But I think it would be very immature of you to let the personal 

problems you have with each other interfere with your common 

sense. So I suggest you resolve them or at least put them aside for a 



218 
 

minute or two so that we can discuss the important matters at hand. 

If it helps, I’d like to remind you that you got along fine until 

yesterday. So I’d suggest you put aside your wounded pride so we 

can get to work.”  

I blush and I can see that Gaelan looks uncomfortable as well, even 

though he won’t meet my eyes. 

The captain smiles, as if he knows something we don’t. “Do we 

have an agreement?” 

Gaelan and I both nod, if somewhat reluctantly. 

“All right then. Then let’s get started and come up with some 

escape plans. Together.” 

 

*** 

 

As I step into the open, I’m sure that everyone will only have to 

take one look and realize that I’m not supposed to be here. The hem 

of my shirt is wrinkled and slightly moist because my sweaty hands 

have been twisting it back and forth for the past hour. I’m surprised 

by lower lip hasn’t started bleeding yet, what with the way I’ve been 

gnawing on it in nervousness. 

“You ready?” Captain Jim asks. 

I nod, even though I’ve never felt less ready in my life. Unless you 

count the night when we left Concordia City, but that thought 

doesn’t do anything to assure me. It feels wrong, leaving so soon. 

We’d found a place where we felt accepted and safe, but we still can’t 

stay.  
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Captain Jim puts down the bags he’s carrying and gathers me into 

a hug. “I’m going to miss you and Jamie. I’ve gotten used to having 

that kid around. Take care of him for me.” 

“I will.” 

“And keep an eye on Gaelan, too. He knows how to take care of 

himself, but sometimes a little extra help can’t hurt. And don’t let his 

stubbornness irk you too much – I think he likes you two more than 

he’s letting on.” 

I nod again, though I doubt that Gaelan will let me keep an eye on 

him. It’s probably going to be the other way around. I’m sure he is 

going to do his best to boss me around. Especially after that night. 

Why did I go after the sail? In retrospect, it just seems incredibly 

stupid. No wonder Gaelan is mad at me. 

I pick up the bags and turn around again, facing the Triton. I’m 

going to miss the ship, I realize. Despite its battered condition, it has 

grown on me. “Thanks for everything,” I tell Captain Jim for what 

must be the millionth time that day. “I don’t know how I can ever 

repay you.” 

The captain chuckles. “Don’t even try – just get yourselves to safety 

and I’ll be happy. And now you’d better get going before you start 

choking up. Then someone might start looking at you more closely 

than you’d like.” 

He winks at me and I grin. “I’ll try to save the crying for later.” 

He gives me another quick hug and then I’m walking away, down 

the metal slope that is now leading away from the ship. It feels 

strange being here all by myself, without Jamie grasping my hand 
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and bugging me with questions about what we’ll be doing next. 

Now, everything around me is so empty. None of the other sailors 

are nearby – Captain Jim made sure of that so that I could leave the 

ship without it looking suspicious. There are only a few workers 

bustling around the port and they don’t pay me any attention at all. 

I know that’s good, but I’ve never felt so lonely. 

It’s necessary, though. Jamie would never have been able to leave 

the port without getting spotted in one of those security checks that 

they’ve started doing. Now that the first Deltas and Epsilons are 

being picked up, the number of people trying to flee has risen rapidly. 

Aboard the Triton, I’d taken to watching reruns of the day’s 

announcements in Captain Jim’s quarters. I refused to let Jamie come 

after the first time, when they dragged a hysterical Delta in front of 

the camera and put a bullet through her head. She had tried to escape 

from Concordia City by airplane and had been found crouching in a 

suitcase before the plane had even taken off. I don’t think I’ll ever be 

able to forget the look of utter hopelessness on her face when they 

lifted the lid and found her hiding there. 

The following days weren’t any better, but at least Jamie didn’t 

have to see it. Every day, they show some example of escapees being 

killed, followed by a speech about how the Council hates this as 

much as the population, but that we have to trust that they are acting 

for the greater good. It always ends the same way. “I must stress that 

there are serious consequences in store for those who do not respect 

our decision. We must work together to preserve welfare, peace and 

unity.” 
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What struck me most, though, is that while they do show a lot of 

punishment happening to those who try to escape, they don’t 

actually show the lower groups being taken away. However, Captain 

Jim grimly assured me that they have already started doing it. As a 

Beta and a high ranking officer, he has access to more information 

than the average population. 

“It’s not something you’d want to see,” he’d said when I had asked 

him about it. I decided not to push it any further. Maybe he was right. 

I had enough to worry about without watching how people back 

home were being slaughtered with the aid of my father. I didn’t know 

any Deltas other than Jamie all that well and of course I didn’t know 

any Epsilons at all, but seeing them like that… I couldn’t help feeling 

a little guilty. Killing them wasn’t my decision, but somehow it seems 

like I should have been able to do something to prevent it. Tried 

harder to make my father see sense. Or tried harder to change things 

earlier, so that he would never have gotten so distant with Jamie in 

the first place. Maybe that would have prevented the situation from 

escalating. When I look at my actions, I wonder if I’m horribly selfish 

and a coward. I’m running away, trying to save only my brother and 

myself, instead of speaking up and trying to help everyone. 

Considering that I am the daughter of a tribune, I might have had 

some influence. Before the last few days, I never fully realized how 

important it is for the population to see that the Council is supported 

by the tribunes’ family members. Only yesterday, when I saw my 

father on Captain Jim’s tele-screen, looking more tired and hollow-

eyed than ever, but otherwise acting as if everything were normal, 
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did the full impact of that realization hit me. There had been nothing 

whatsoever reported about Jamie’s and my disappearance, which 

was unusual, considering that my father was a tribune. I had asked 

Captain Jim about it, but before he could reply, Gaelan had answered. 

“Isn’t it obvious?” Those were the first words he’d said to me in 

almost a day. He still sounded upset, but I didn’t think his anger was 

directed at me anymore. “If they showed that, people might start 

accusing your father of not supporting his own decision and making 

exceptions for his own family by helping you escape. Or even if they 

believed that he had had no part in your disappearance, it would look 

bad for the Council if the people closest to its members didn’t give 

their full support. If they showed your escape, it would make the 

Council seem weak. It would give more support to the people trying 

to rebel. They can’t show it – they’ll try to keep your escape quiet for 

as long as possible.” 

His words reassured me, if only for a little while. But they also 

made me feel even guiltier. I suppose I should consider myself lucky 

because this means that only the highest ranking officials will know 

to look for me. However, I can’t help but think of all the other people 

trying to escape, some of whom I’ve watched die on the news. They 

didn’t have these advantages. While others don’t stand a chance, I’m 

privileged with being able to escape without being reported as 

missing or being chased by security. But I can’t afford to think about 

that. What matters is getting Jamie to safety. Jamie, whose absence is 

already making me uneasy, even though I know that I will see him 

in a few hours. Gaelan tried to use a black pen to alter the mark on 



223 
 

his forehead, but now it looks like a strange crippled cross between a 

Delta and an Alpha. Anyone looking a bit more closely would be able 

to tell that he is on the run. He would never have made it through 

security here. 

So, early in the morning, before the Triton got too close to the port, 

we lowered one of the smaller lifeboats into the water, sending 

Gaelan and my brother ahead. I hated being parted from Jamie, but 

the lifeboat simply wasn’t big enough for the three of us. There were 

a few larger ones on board, but taking those would have aroused 

suspicion. Someone would spot it immediately if one of them were 

missing. They’re displayed in prominent places on deck – you would 

have to be blind in order not to notice that they were gone. Of course, 

taking the smaller boat is not entirely risk-free either, but the chance 

of being caught is much slimmer. And since Gaelan knows how to 

row and I don’t, I was the one who had to stay behind. I may not like 

it, but I know it’s necessary. Besides, as much as Gaelan annoys me, 

I know I can trust him with Jamie. 

 

*** 

 

When I reach the edge of the port, I see what Captain Jim meant 

when he said that security has been tightened. The entire perimeter 

is surrounded by a huge fence, topped with coils of barbed wire. It 

looks more like a prison than a place for transporting goods. There 

are signs pointing to a small gray building interrupting the fence. A 

few people are already standing in line next to it, waiting. 
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I nervously hitch my bags up and make my way over. While I await 

my turn, I go back to twisting my shirt. Luckily, no one seems to be 

paying attention to me. They are all intent on leaving the port. 

“Next,” a bored voice finally calls after the Gamma in front of me 

has finally left the building and appeared on the opposite side of the 

fence. 

I cross the threshold and smooth down my shirt, trying my best to 

appear normal. 

“Hi.” I smile at the lady behind the counter and tuck a strand of 

hair behind my ear. The lady – also a Beta - smiles back. 

“Hello. Why don’t you hand me your bags so I can put them into 

this box and see if there’s anything in there you shouldn’t have?” 

I willingly hand over the bags and watch while she places them 

into the x-ray-machine. There is some useful stuff inside, but most of 

it is part of my disguise: the nice little Beta going on a learning trip 

on her uncle’s ship. There is Captain Jim’s dog-eared copy of Moby 

Dick, an old science textbook of Gaelan’s, a bit of food, a water bottle 

and a stack of freshly pressed clothing. Nothing that could 

incriminate me. 

“All seems well,” the lady says and hands the bags back to me. “All 

I need now is your digital.” 

I wince. I suspected this was coming, but it still takes a lot of effort 

to play me part convincingly. 

“That would be a problem.” 
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“Oh?” The Beta seems more alert now and reminds me of a cat 

waiting to pounce on its prey. I try hard to stay calm and put on what 

I hope is an apologetic expression. 

“Yeah,” I sigh. “You see, I was on my uncle’s ship – he’s a captain, 

you know – and there was this really stormy night out?” My voice 

goes up much too high at the end of the question. My heart pounds 

and it takes a lot of self-control not to twist my hands into my shirt 

again. 

The Beta nods, skeptical. I don’t think she believes me, but I have 

to do my best to go on convincingly and not let my uneasiness show. 

I can’t afford to slip up. 

“Yeah, well, anyway, Uncle Jim needed everyone on board to help 

get the sails in, and I sort of forgot that my digital was still in my 

pocket.” I smile ruefully. “It got washed overboard. I’m supposed to 

get a new one once I arrive here.” I pause shortly, then decide to lay 

the part of the innocent schoolgirl on thicker, praying that I’m not 

overdoing it. “It was kind of annoying sharing one with Uncle Jim, 

anyway. He always had important work to do when I would have 

needed it.”  

I look at the counter and shuffle my feet. The lady is smiling now. 

“Your uncle wouldn’t be Captain James Gillespie now, would he? 

He’s been here for a cup of coffee once or twice, before security got 

so tight. He’s a nice fellow.” 

“Yeah, he’s my mom’s brother,” I lie. “I’m Taylor Morgan.” I hold 

out my hand for her to shake. 

She takes it, then glances down at her digital. 
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“Well, it’s been a pleasure to meet you, Taylor. I’d love to chat, but 

I’ve got other people waiting.” She glances outside apologetically. 

“You’re free to go. And when you speak to your uncle, make sure to 

tell him I said ‘hi’. You can tell him there’s quite a family 

resemblance. I thought you seemed really familiar, even though I 

don’t think we’ve met before.” 

I laugh uneasily, hoping she doesn’t realize the real reason why I 

probably seem familiar to her. A family resemblance to quite a 

different authority figure. The woman doesn’t seem to notice my 

behavior is off, though. She ushers me on, throwing another look 

back at the line forming outside the door. “Noon is always a crazy 

time around here. Everyone wants to leave for their midday break.” 

She sighs. 

I shake her hand again for a quick goodbye and then start walking 

toward the door. 

“Wait!”  

Alarm pulses through me. I should have known it wouldn’t be this 

easy. Of course the beta on my head won’t stop her from doing her 

job properly, even if she is bored. Of course she is going to check and 

see who Taylor Morgan is and once she looks at her file, she will get 

suspicious. Taylor Morgan’s hair is blond, but nowhere near as light 

as mine. And she is two years younger than me. I doubt I could fool 

the Beta into thinking Taylor is me, even if Captain Jim and Gaelan 

think there is a possibility it could work. It was always meant to be a 

backup plan, not something we actually wanted to put to the test. 

I turn around, filled with dread. At least Jamie is safe with Gaelan. 
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The lady is smiling at me. “You forgot your bags,” she says kindly, 

holding one up in each hand. 

“Oh.” I smile sheepishly. I’m so relieved, I almost laugh out loud. 

That might seem suspicious, though, so I play it a little more somber. 

“I guess losing my digital has made me a bit confused.” 

“I know what you mean,” she answers sympathetically. “I don’t 

know what I’d do without mine. I’ve got so much information stored 

on it and if I couldn’t read the messages my husband sent...” She trails 

off and looks suddenly embarrassed. “Not that I read them at work, 

of course,” she adds, flustered. In any other situation, this would 

have made me smile. Zoe and I would have mimicked her endlessly, 

making the conversation seem much more ridiculous than it had 

actually been. I can picture Zoe now, saying “Ooh, my lovely dear 

husband is always sending me messages. I’m, like, always reading them. 

Even at work. He is soooo wonderful.” And then we’d have cracked up. 

Even if it wasn’t really that funny. Now, I ignore the woman’s 

babbling and pretend not to have noticed her slip. The only thing I 

care about at the moment is that I’m not caught and that she still 

believes I’m Taylor. 

“Anyway, I hope you get a nice new one,” the Beta chatters on, 

oblivious to my inattention. “The latest model is supposed to have an 

even higher storage capacity.” 

I nod absentmindedly and try to smile back. I grab my bags and 

hurry out as fast as I think is possible without being too rude. I can’t 

afford to have a close call like that again. How stupid of me to have 

forgotten the bags! Of all the things that I could have done! Every 
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second I stayed in there gave her more time to scrutinize me more 

closely. What if she had realized that I didn’t really resemble Captain 

Jim at all, but Marcus Delandore, one of the Northern Coalition’s 

most famous citizens? What if she had remembered that she’d seen 

me before, at some government event when Tribune Delandore was 

accompanied by his family? Maybe she would also have remembered 

that Tribune Delandore has a son as well, one who is a Delta. It 

wouldn’t be that difficult for her to connect the dots. I have to be more 

careful, more alert. I can’t afford to make any stupid mistakes. 
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TWENTY-SEVEN 

Zoe 

 

“New Hope” is definitely a misnomer for this place. There’s no 

question about it. Everything around here reeks with hopelessness. 

The bare, vomit-colored walls. The dead flies in the lights on the 

ceiling. Not to mention the smell of our cell. Since I share it with about 

thirty people and it’s no bigger than our living room at home, I guess 

the stench isn’t really surprising. It still takes some getting used to, 

though. Then there are the huge fields where they make us pick 

vegetables during the day. Though you almost can’t call them 

vegetables. All we pull out are scrawny, misshapen carrots that I’m 

surprised anyone wants to eat. Meanwhile, the sun blazes down on 
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our backs. It’s not the first time I’m thankful for my dark skin. One 

boy, who was thrown in the room shortly after me, has skin so white 

that his neck is now red, blistered and peeling. Oh yeah, and then 

there’s the fact that this is a termination facility and we’re all gonna 

die anyway. That sure fills me with tons of hope. 

I haven’t gotten to know many people yet. Or any, really. The night 

I first arrived, I started shaking uncontrollably and sobbing when 

people crowded around me and asked me where I was from and why 

I was here. All I could choke out was Tasha’s name. I don’t know why 

her death overcame me so suddenly in that moment. I’d been holding 

it up better on the plane and even in the doctor’s room. Maybe 

because for the first time in days, I was surrounded by people who 

actually seemed to care about me. A woman – I think her name is 

Samantha or Susan or something – picked me up and put me in one 

of the bunk-beds crowding the room. There are about ten of them, 

but still not enough for everyone to have their own. Some of us share, 

others sleep on the floor. 

I didn’t really come out of my shell yesterday, either. I fell into the 

monotonous routine of picking disabled carrots and was glad when 

no one expected me to speak to them. Then, when we went back 

inside and Samantha-Susan tried to ask me a question, I just started 

crying again.  Now, everyone avoids me. I guess they’re afraid of 

another howling-fit. 

I dig my fingers into the dirt and try to loosen a particularly 

stubborn carrot. I fling it into my bucket and move to the next one. I 

lick my lips. They’re awfully dry. I shouldn’t have made the same 
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mistake as yesterday and guzzled up all the water they gave me in 

the first hour out here. But I couldn’t help it. My throat is not just sore 

anymore, it’s completely parched. 

“Are you thirsty?” A small shadow appears over me. “You can 

have some of my water, if you want.” A hand holding a bottle reaches 

out towards me. The voice sounds eager. I look around to see its 

owner. It’s a young girl, probably one or two years younger than 

Jamie, even. Her black hair is neatly braided into two plaits and her 

clothes are so filthy that they’re almost gray. A black 𝛿 prongs on her 

forehead over her almond-shaped eyes. I’ve seen her before, in our 

cell, sitting on an older woman’s lap and demanding a story.  

“I can’t take your water,” I croak. These are the first words I’ve 

spoken to anyone since I got here. “You need it.” 

“We’ll get more at lunch,” she says, unfathomed. “And ‘sides, I 

don’t really drink that much anyway.” 

I look at her doubtfully. “Are you sure?” 

She bobs her head up and down eagerly. 

“Okay.” I look around to make sure none of the officials are 

watching, though they don’t really seem to care what we do, anyway. 

As long as we keep picking our carrots. Then I unscrew the cap and 

take a big sip out of the bottle. The water slides down my throat, 

cooling it nicely and making me instantly want more. It takes all the 

self-discipline I have to keep me from gulping everything down. 

“Thank you.” I hand the bottle back to the girl. 

“You can have some more if you want.” She is eyeing me curiously. 
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“No thanks.” There’s no way I’m going to steal all of her water. She 

must be thirsty, too. It’s bad enough that someone her age has to be 

in this place. I don’t need to make her suffer more. “I’m fine now.” 

I wait for her to leave, but she keeps standing there, looking at me 

expectantly. I sigh. I must be the most interesting thing to observe 

around here. Sunburn-boy already spilled all his secrets on arrival. 

He’s a Delta, delivered here like everyone else. There was nothing 

out of the ordinary about his story.  No wonder she’s not offering 

water to him. If I were in her place, I’d probably be asking myself 

questions, too. 

“You want to work here?” I ask her. I gesture to the space beside 

me. The old man next to me is far enough away so that she won’t be 

in his way. 

The girl’s eyes light up. “Sure! I just have to go get my bucket!” 

I watch her with amusement as she skips about two rows back and 

retrieves a blue iron pail. The old woman working there smiles at me. 

I wonder if they’re related. It’s the same woman I saw telling the 

story. 

The girl squats down next to me and starts pulling carrots out of 

the sandy ground. She’s much faster than I am. She must have had 

more practice at this. I wonder how long he’s been here. I know they 

picked up the lower groups from the mainland earlier than in 

Concordia City. 

“What’s your name?” I watch her hands and try to copy the way 

she pulls the vegetables out. 

“Yiri,” she answers. 
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“Yiri?” I jump back, startled, as my carrot becomes loose and 

sprays dirt all over my face. She nods. “That’s very pretty,” I tell her. 

“What’s your name?” she asks in return. 

“Zoe.” 

She considers this. “Like the kangaroo?” She must mean the 

creature from that children’s learning game that’s really popular for 

digitals. 

“Yeah, I guess. But I don’t think I was named after that.” I fervently 

hope not. As I recall, it’s this bouncy orange pest that speaks in a 

really squeaky voice. It was always telling me I needed to work on 

my spelling. 

“Where are you from?” She’s obviously delighted that I’m 

answering her questions and wants to get as much out of me as 

possible. I have to smile. I’m starting to like Yiri. She reminds me a 

lot of myself when I was younger. She doesn’t worry about offending 

anyone, just asks straight-out what she wants to know.  

“Concordia City. I live near the south, sort of close to the ocean.” 

Yiri’s eyes are huge. “Wow! That’s, like, the capital, right? Are you 

really that rich there?” 

I smile. “Yeah, it’s the capital. And there are some pretty fancy 

buildings, but I don’t think we’re rich or anything. Just normal, I 

guess.” I find myself telling her all about my home. Concordia Park, 

where we’d go for picnics and ball games. The school Jo and I go to 

and its aquarium, where Jamie loved to go and watch the fish. It feels 

like it’s so long ago that I left, even though it can’t have been more 

than a couple of days ago. But even before that, things weren’t like 
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the idyllic version I’m telling Yiri about anymore. She’s oblivious to 

that, though. She laps it all up and I find myself laughing at her 

interest. She’s really excited when I tell her I’ve actually seen the 

building where the Council meets. I wonder how she can still see the 

people who are responsible for putting her in this place with such 

admiration. 

“Okay, so it’s your turn, now,” I tell her after I’ve finished trying 

to explain where my house is. Since Yiri has no clue about any of the 

island’s geography, that wasn’t exactly easy. She still wanted to 

know, though. But I’m also curious about her. I’ve never met 

someone from the mainland before. “Where are you from?” 

And then she tells me all about Fairbanks City. I’ve never heard of 

it – I can just see the way Jo would roll her eyes at me if she were here 

– but apparently it’s somewhere far up on the western coast of the 

North American continent. It does sound like people there live in 

much poorer conditions than we do in the capital. The way Yiri tells 

it, their roads are mostly mud and the shuttles are often 

malfunctioning. Apparently, the city mostly just grew outwards. The 

people started building new houses wherever and repairing old ones 

sloppily, so it looks more like a weird patchwork than anything that 

was planned. It’s hard to wrap my mind around it when I think of 

the neat rows of houses I’m used to in Concordia City. And their 

city’s surrounded by mountains and the ocean. I’ve never seen 

mountains before. It all sounds very intriguing. I thought everyone 

in the Northern Coalition lived the way we did. The Council’s always 

going on and on about unity and equality and welfare. I thought that 
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meant that every city out there is basically a copy of ours. It’s 

interesting that that apparently isn’t the case. 

I’m surprised at how fast work flies by with someone to talk to. 

They send us inside for our lunch breaks before I know it. We are all 

herded into this huge cafeteria and are served some kind of greyish 

brown slop. And we get refills on our water bottles, which I’m almost 

even more thankful for. But only almost. I didn’t eat much yesterday, 

so now I’m starving. This stuff looks more disgusting than the 

porridge we had at home a few days earlier, but I’m so famished I 

just wolf it down without tasting anything. Without asking for 

permission, Yiri slides onto the bench next to me. 

“Hi,” she says breathlessly. 

I grin back at her and continue to shovel the gloopy stuff in my 

mouth. A tall guy with ginger dreadlocks and more freckles than I 

can count sits down on my other side. Like everyone else I’ve seen 

here, he’s a Delta. I wonder if they have an extra facility for the 

Epsilons. 

“I see you’ve met Yiri,” he remarks dryly. “I suppose if anyone 

could get you to talk, she could.” He sticks his tongue out at her and 

she returns the favor, giggling. 

“I’m Zac, by the way,” he sticks his hand out. 

“Zoe.” I take it, but something must have shown in my expression 

because his face has fallen. 

“Are you okay? If you don’t want to talk to me, that’s fine.” He 

sounds hurt. 
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“No, it’s okay,” I say, though my voice wavers. “My brother’s 

name is Zack.” Tears spring into my eyes. So far, I’ve avoided 

discussing my family. I haven’t seen them here, so who knows what 

they did to them? Even if I got off lightly, it doesn’t mean they did. 

Maybe they killed them straight away. For all I know, I’m an orphan 

now. 

Zac eyes me with interest. He looks as if he’s about to ask me 

something, but then glances at Yiri and changes his mind in the last 

second. Instead, he goes for a different question than the one he 

probably intended to ask. “Z-A-C Zac with just a c?” he asks. 

I have to smile a little. “Nope, Zack with a c-k.” 

“Good.” His dreadlocks swing from side to side. I can’t help but 

stare at them, since I’ve never seen anyone who has them before. At 

least not in real life. I wouldn’t want any – they look as if something 

might be living in there – but they kind of suit him. “I haven’t known 

any Zacs with just a c yet, and I kinda like being one of a kind.” 

A loud ringing interrupts us. It’s time to get back to work. Zac 

starts shoveling the rest of his slop into his mouth as fast as it will go. 

He may not have the exact same name as my brother, but there are 

definitely some similarities. I smile sadly as I remember Zack 

slurping his soup down that last day I saw him. I really hope he’s all 

right. 

We go back to picking carrots and Yiri squats down next to me 

again. I see Zac a little way down our row and wave to him. He waves 

back, and I go to work, smiling. Before Yiri can ask me anything 

about my family, I ask her to tell me more about life here. I saw her 
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interested look when I mentioned my brother at lunchtime. But my 

family and especially Tasha are not something I feel ready to talk 

about yet. Thankfully, my question leads Yiri into a different 

direction and she happily chatters away and shows me all the people 

she’s met here. Which is just about everyone. That kid definitely gets 

around. 

I can’t escape the topic forever, though. When we return to our cell 

and Yiri has gone to sleep in the bunk she shares with the old woman 

– her grandmother, Yiri has now informed me - Zac slides down next 

to me. I’m leaning against the wall, trying to loosen the sore muscles 

on my back. I’m not used to bending over in the sun all day. 

“So, you decided you didn’t need a bed today?” He grins as I groan 

and try to massage the back of my neck. I didn’t even know people 

had muscles there. 

“No,” I groan. “I thought there were other people who needed it 

more. I couldn’t let Samantha give me her bunk another night. She 

didn’t look that well rested this morning. I’m starting to regret my 

decision though.” I point to my sore back. 

“Trust me, you’ll get used to it.” Zac smirks. “And her name is 

Susannah, not Samantha.” 

“Same difference. That doesn’t change the way my back feels.” 

“Poor you – I thought a Gamma rebel would have a bit more 

backbone.” He pretends to be disappointed, but I can tell he’s 

laughing inside. 

“I’m not a rebel.” 
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“Puh-leeze. I can see the traitor’s mark on your forehead. Tell that 

to someone else.” He wags his finger at me. 

“What traitor’s mark?” He might mean the 𝛾, but I don’t think so. 

I completely forgot that they changed my mark. Talk about 

repressing traumatic events. 

“They’ve changed your mark’s color to red,” Zac says. “That’s 

what they do to mark people as traitors. Heard it hurts like hell. I’m 

surprised no one else has mentioned it to you yet. They must be 

dying to know why you got it and what a Gamma is doing here when 

she could be safely at home.” 

“Are you talking about everyone else or yourself?” I crane my head 

and look at him. I tilt my head, trying to get a good view. 

“Both, maybe,” Zac smirks. “And what are you doing? Are brown 

eyes that unusual where you come from?” 

“Quit moving!” I complain. “I’m trying to see my reflection, and 

since there are no mirrors here, your eyes are the next best thing.” 

“Girls.” Zac shakes his head in mock contempt and then holds it 

still. “So what do you think? Does it look better in black or red?” 

I sigh. “I can’t tell. It’s too dark in here.” There’s only a faint glow 

in the room, coming in through the narrow glass panel above the 

door. I don’t think they ever turn off the lights in the hallway outside. 

“I can’t even tell that your eyes are brown.” 

“Okay, so, since your beauty issues are obviously resolved by the 

scarce luminosity in this room, would mind telling me why you’re 

here? I’ll admit, I’m probably more curious than everyone else.” 
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“I doubt that. Everyone else is probably listening in on us right 

now.” I’m stalling, and he knows it. There are a few others still up 

and talking, their murmurs blending into each other. No one is 

paying our whispered conversation any attention at all. 

“Zoe. Please.” He looks at me, suddenly serious. “Whatever’s 

hurting you won’t go away if you don’t talk about it, you know.” 

“I know.” Tears leak from the corners of my eyes. Zac waits 

patiently, not urging me to go on, and pretending not to notice when 

I wipe my face on my shirt. And so I tell him. I start with Jo’s escape 

and how I helped her plan it. Once I’ve started, I can’t stop. Words 

flow out of me as if I’ve been preparing to tell him this all along. Zac 

doesn’t interrupt, he just listens. I find I can even talk about Tasha’s 

death without being completely torn apart. When I’m finished, it is 

with a feeling almost like relief. I use my arm to wipe my face again. 

I didn’t realize I’d started crying again, but my face is all wet. But 

crying feels good, not like before, when it just tore me apart even 

more. 

 “So, yeah, that’s why I’m here.” 
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TWENTY-EIGHT 

Joanne 

 

The shuttle ride is nerve-racking. The whole time, I feel as if there 

is someone watching me, but whenever I look around, everyone else 

is engrossed in what they’re doing. A Beta is checking something on 

his digital. There is a Gamma woman with two small children who 

has to keep telling them not to run around in the moving train. I have 

to smile a little at the sight of them. They remind me of myself when 

I was that age. Another Gamma is looking out of the window, 

watching the buildings flash by. None of them pay me close 

attention. 

Nevertheless, I can’t shake off my nervousness completely. I pull 

the map Captain Jim gave me out of my pocket for about the tenth 
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time and look at the route I’m supposed to take. Get off the shuttle at 

Waxhaw Station. Then walk down a few streets to the edge of the 

city. Enter the woods and follow the path that will lead me to Gaelan 

and Jamie. It sounds simple enough and the route is a pretty 

straightforward one. We had to navigate much more difficult ones 

for certain school projects. That doesn’t stop me from worrying, 

though. So many things could go wrong. I could be caught. Maybe 

Gaelan and Jamie didn’t even make it to shore safely. Or maybe 

someone else will find them before I do. 

I tuck the map back into my pocket. Otherwise, it probably 

wouldn’t survive the day. It’s already tattered and creased and looks 

a whole lot different than it did last night. I wasn’t even that aware 

that I was continuously rolling and unrolling it, but the map’s bent 

shape betrays me. If I want to be able to read it later, it’s probably 

better if I keep it out of reach. 

I’m glad when the shuttle finally arrives. Only one other person 

gets off. He walks down the street and I am left on my own. I pull the 

map out again and follow the path Captain Jim marked out for me. 

It is terribly warm and the white fabric of my shirt is soon soaked 

through. I was already sweating on the shuttle, but now that I’m 

moving, it’s a lot worse. If I thought Concordia City was hot at this 

time of the year, it’s nothing compared to here. The sun shines down 

almost directly from above, scorching everything in its sight. 

Everything I heard about it being much hotter further south was not 

exaggerated. I shift my bags around uncomfortably, but it doesn’t 

really get any better. I have to try hard to resist the temptation to gulp 
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down all the water in my bottle. I might need it later. Preserving 

resources is more important now than ever before. Who knows when 

we will have the chance to replenish them? 

I am glad when I finally reach the edge of the woods. Everything 

is dry and hot here, too, but at least the trees provide a little shade. 

And it feels good to be away from prying eyes that might recognize 

me. Charlotte City feels like a predator, looming over me and waiting 

to pounce. Maybe it’s stupid, but while I was in Concordia City, I felt 

a lot safer. This is new terrain. And even though everything seems to 

be functioning well, it is already different from the capital. The 

houses here are tall and distributed randomly, as if no one planned 

where to put them. Some look a bit run down and there is little green 

here. Of course, we care about minimizing waste in Concordia City, 

too, but there was always something pretty around. A bed of flowers 

here or a statue there. Charlotte City isn’t pretty. Just functional, I 

suppose. I feel a lump in my throat when I realize that I’ll probably 

never see my hometown’s majestic beauty again. 

At first, my trek through the woods is relatively easy. There is a 

path leading right into the direction I want to go. The ruins of old 

buildings blend slowly into the forest until there are only trees left. 

The chirping of birds replaces the sound of shuttles whooshing past 

and I think I even see a deer. It’s gone to quickly to be sure, though. 

I’ve never been this surrounded by nature before. While the cities in 

the north have grown into huge agglomerations, the ones in the south 

have shrunk. Nobody really wants to live in a place where it is this 
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hot all the time. By now, the forest has reclaimed what humans left 

behind. 

 Luckily, I don’t meet anyone. If I did, I suppose I could easily tell 

them that hiking is a hobby of mine or that I’m out here for a school 

project, but I’m glad that I don’t have to justify my behavior. 

Whenever I lie, I get the feeling that people must be able to see 

straight through me. 

It’s when I leave the path that I run into more trouble. Branches 

slap me in the face and tendrils covered with thorns scratch my bare 

lower legs. Often, I have to track back and take a different route 

because it is simply impossible to get through a clump of bushes. 

Even though I know that I shouldn’t waste it, I unscrew my water 

bottle and take a huge sip. 

At one point, I see something large and black slither away from a 

heap of rocks I was heading for. Great. I never really thought much 

about it, but I guess I’ll have to worry about poisonous animals now, 

too. There weren’t any snakes back in Concordia City. Maybe they 

just weren’t comfortable there, since buildings cover almost the entire 

island and the few green spaces we have aren’t very large and mostly 

man-made. 

I lose track of the time as I tread along. The back of my neck stings. 

I just hope my skin doesn’t start peeling like the last time I got a bad 

sunburn. Infection is not something I can risk right now. 

The sun has sunk lower in the sky and a gentle breeze has come 

up. It is a pleasant break from the earlier heat. It must be late in the 

afternoon by now. I should be getting close to the beach if I read the 
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map correctly. The breeze and the fact that the air around me has a 

salty tang to it should also mean that I’m near the ocean. 

I pull the map back out of my pocket to check on my position, when 

something slams into me from behind me and strong hands grab my 

shoulders. I scream, trying to tug myself free. They can’t catch me 

now, when I’m so close to the place where I’m supposed to meet 

Jamie and Gaelan. If they found me, they’ll find all of us. 

There is a burst of laughter behind me and the hands release me. 

My heart thundering, I turn around. Jamie is doubled over on the 

ground, shaking with amusement, and Gaelan is grinning like 

anything. 

“Are you crazy? You could have given me a heart attack!” 

This just makes them laugh even more. 

“You have to toughen up sometime if you’re on the run,” Gaelan 

says. “And besides, we were bored to death here. We needed a bit of 

fun, right Jamie?” 

Jamie nods and grins at me, and I find my anger and the shock they 

gave me fading. I’m not ready to forgive them entirely, though. Even 

if I have to admit that it was kind of funny. “Fine. But if someone 

heard me scream right now and is coming for us, it’s your fault, not 

mine.” 

“Anyone here would already have heard you stampeding through 

the woods like a herd of elephants,” Gaelan replies, but he does look 

uneasy. “It wasn’t hard to sneak up on you.” 

I ignore the jab. “Never mind,” I say. “We need to get going 

anyway. Where’s our stuff?” 
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Jamie points in the direction of a hedge behind him – that must be 

where they hid before to sneak up on me like that. “Behind there.” 

We take a while redistributing supplies. Taylor Morgan’s books are 

stuffed into a nearby tree stump, as are about half of her spare clothes. 

Instead, her backpack is filled with cans of food, more water bottles, 

packages of dried fruit and a medical kit. It makes me feel terrible 

leaving the other things behind, especially the book Captain Jim 

loved so much, but they’re unnecessary. If we dragged all the extra 

stuff around with us, we’d have to carry another pack, which would 

slow us down considerably. 

When everyone is ready, we make sure to leave things behind so 

that it looks as if no one was ever here. As unlikely as it is that 

someone will be searching this exact place, we’re not taking any 

chances. 

Gaelan finishes securing a strap on Jamie’s backpack and takes one 

last look around. “Let’s go.” 

 

*** 

 

I stare into the trees around us, trying to make out shapes in the 

dark. In books I read, being out in the wilderness was always 

depicted as something soothing. A quiet place away from the traffic 

and commotion of cities, where there was always something going 

on. It doesn’t feel that way to me. This place is anything but quiet. 

There is the steady chirping of cicadas surrounding us and every 

once in a while, I can hear something rustling in the bushes behind 
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me or am startled by the long, mournful hoot of an owl. I don’t find 

it soothing at all, especially since I can’t see anything. Government 

officials could be standing only a few meters away from us and I 

wouldn’t be able to tell. 

Only the glowing embers remaining of our fire add light to the 

darkness. It’s barely enough to make out an area of roughly two 

meters in diameter. Everything outside that is pitch black.  It’s not 

much, but I’m glad for the comfort all the same. Even if I I’m not 

certain it was smart to leave the fire burn itself out. It’s a neon sign 

for anyone who might be looking for us. It probably wasn’t even the 

best idea to light it in the first place, but after travelling all day, we 

needed a proper meal to replenish our energy. Since no one saw it 

when we heated up one of the soup packs, maybe no one will spot it 

now. Besides, if someone does see it, we might get some warning 

before they reach our camp. That’s better than them stumbling in 

without announcing themselves. At least that’s what I tell myself for 

reassurance. After wandering through the woods all day, sitting 

around and doing nothing is making me uneasy. It’s almost as if I 

have too much time to think. 

I peer uneasily into the trees, still checking for officials that 

probably aren’t there. It was surprising how easily we got this far. 

We never met anyone and we’ve put a greater distance behind us 

than I thought we would, largely thanks to Gaelan. I probably would 

have rested much more, had I been on my own. I was surprised at 

how much stamina we actually had, especially Jamie. Gaelan let us 

take hardly any breaks at all and made us keep going even after it 
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was dark. We stumbled through the forest following the beam of his 

flashlight, which is now safely stored in one of the backpacks again. 

It was after midnight when we finally settled down here, in the 

middle of a circle of trees and bushes. We should be far enough from 

the beach to be safe from patrols checking the coast close to the port 

for escapees. 

I wrap my arms around myself. Despite the warmth of the embers 

and being so far south, I am getting cold. I look at Jamie, sprawled 

across his sleeping bag. His chest rises and falls evenly with each 

breath. He is sleeping soundly, at least. Somehow, that makes me feel 

even lonelier. I don’t know why it hits me so hard now, when I’ve 

been away from home for over a week, but the fact that I don’t really 

know where I’m going and that I won’t see my home again has 

become a lot more real. Maybe it was seeing Charlotte City, so similar 

to Concordia City and yet totally different. Maybe it is the climate 

here, so hot and unlike what I’m used to. Maybe it was the trek 

through the woods or the long time it took us to finally get a fire 

going. Or the fact that even with a food package, we were only able 

to make a meagre meal which left everyone craving for more. How 

am I supposed to survive out here on my own and take care of Jamie? 

How could I have been so optimistic and thought I was up to this? 

I’m not prepared. All I’ve ever known is my home, where I could get 

enough to eat by simply speaking my order to the food port. Where 

I had my own room to sleep in, with a real bed. I even miss our 

school, I miss the opportunity to learn. Even though it was a lot of 

work, it always satisfied me when I finally understood something I’d 
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been wondering about. If I’d stayed, we would be having our end of 

the year graduation ceremony soon and starting the practical weeks. 

This year, I was supposed to do an internship at Concordia 

University’s marine biology department.  

Most of all, I miss Zoe. Her absence has left a gaping hole in my 

life, making me realize just how much time we actually spent 

together. Whether we had a sleepover, a ball game with her siblings, 

or just another ride on the shuttle together, she always managed to 

make everything fun. Whenever I was in some sort of dilemma, I 

could always depend on her being there for me. She’d come up with 

some incredibly farfetched idea to solve the problem that would 

somehow end up working. Or even if it didn’t, its ridiculousness 

would be enough to cheer me up anyway. With Zoe gone, it seems 

almost as if my sense of humor has gone as well. Like part of me has 

gone missing. 

I bury my head in my hands. I don’t know how I’m going to do 

this. 

“Hey – are you all right?” 

My head snaps up. I didn’t even realize he was awake. Gaelan’s 

shift doesn’t start for another hour or so. 

“I’m fine.” My cheeks burn and I’m glad it’s dark so that he 

probably can’t see. I’m not sure why I’m even embarrassed. It’s not 

as if he caught me doing anything I shouldn’t have. Maybe it’s just 

awkward because I thought I was finally alone to think in peace. 

Gaelan doesn’t say anything, so I just decide to ask. “How long 

have you been awake?” 
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“A while.”  

We study each other across the smoldering coals. This is the first 

time we’ve really been alone together since that night on the deck. 

Not completely alone, of course, but Jamie is asleep. I fidget with my 

shirt. 

“I’m sorry,” I finally say. 

“What for?” 

“For going after that sail.” 

“Have you really been worrying about that all day?” He sounds 

surprised. 

“Well, not only. But partly. Aren’t you still mad at me?” 

“After two days? Of course not. Actually, I should probably be the 

one apologizing to you. I really froze you out that night, didn’t I?” 

He smiles ruefully. “So, if you’ll accept it, I’m sorry.” 

“You don’t have to apologize,” I mutter. “You were right, it was 

really stupid.” 

“Yeah, it was. But kind of brave, too.” 

“No, it wasn’t. I heard Captain Jim telling you there were spares on 

board. Going after that sail was idiotic. I don’t know what I was 

thinking.” 

“Well, that is a mystery. Are you sure you weren’t just trying to 

impress me with some heroic stunt?” I can tell he’s suppressing a 

grin. Honestly. Zoe’s almost well-mannered in comparision. 

“No.” I glare at him. 

“Sorry. I guess I misread your intentions then.” 
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When I continue to glare at him, he laughs. “If you want to prove 

me wrong, you’ll have to give me a better explanation as to why you 

did it.” 

“How am I supposed to know? At the moment, it just seemed like 

the right thing to do.” I sigh. “I guess I just felt useless sitting around 

all day. I was doing nothing while you and Captain Jim were risking 

your lives to help us. I suppose I just wanted to contribute something. 

Even if it was just making sure that we didn’t lose a sail.” 

“Sheesh, Joanne. Has anyone ever told you that you might be a bit 

hard on yourself?” 

“Maybe.” 

“Well, maybe you should listen to them.” 

“This is different! I’m not doing this for me, I’m doing it for Jamie. 

If I slip up, he’s going to be the one who has to pay! And now I’m 

involving you and the captain as well. I can’t just let others risk 

everything for this! Not when I haven’t even got a real plan.” I laugh 

bitterly. 

Gaelan’s tone is suddenly serious. “Joanne, if other people help 

you, it’s their choice, not yours. You’re not responsible for what other 

people do. You can’t protect everyone. You do know that, right?” 

“I guess.” 

He sighs. “You can’t be that hard on yourself. You’ll burn yourself 

out if you only think about what might go wrong. You’ve already 

brought Jamie this far. Why shouldn’t you be able to make it the rest 

of the way, too?” 
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“I don’t know.” I rub my forehead. “Look, I don’t mean to be so 

pessimistic. It’s just - I’m just not sure how things will work out and 

I miss my home and my best friend. And even my father, even 

though I know I shouldn’t. It’s not like he misses Jamie and me.” I 

can’t keep the bitterness from my tongue. 

“He’s still your father,” Gaelan says softly. 

“No. He’s not.” 

“Joanne –“ 

“Look, I don’t want to talk about this right now. Just go back to 

sleep.” 

“Not likely. It’s almost time for my watch anyway.” 

“You’ve still got about an hour.” 

“Then I’ll wait that long. You know, when I left St. Louis City, I 

didn’t just settle into my new life right away. I cried myself to sleep 

the first few nights. It’s not easy going somewhere new, even when 

you’re in a place like the Triton where everyone goes out of their way 

to make you feel welcome. But you know what helps? Talking to 

people.” 

“I’m not very good at that.” My lips lift a little. 

Gaelan laughs. “You’ve gotten better.” 

“Um – thanks. I guess I’ll take that as a compliment.” 

“You should. It’s almost like talking to a regular person now.” 

I glare at him. His lips twitch, destroying the straight face he’s been 

fighting to keep. 

“All right. It’s nicer than talking to a regular person. Is that okay?” 
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“It’s better,” I say ungraciously. “But you should work on your 

compliments if you want people to notice you’re giving them.” 

Gaelan laughs. 

“Do you mind if I ask you something?” It’s something I’ve been 

wondering about and since he brought it up again… 

 “You can always ask,” he says, suddenly cautious. “I might not 

give you an answer, though.” 

“Why did you leave St. Louis City?” 

Gaelan’s eyebrows knit together. 

“You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to,” I add hastily.  

“No, it’s all right. I want to tell you. It’s just difficult for me to talk 

about.” He stares into the remains of the fire in front of him. 

 “My parents died when I was twelve,” he finally says. His tone 

warns me not to interrupt. I get a feeling that there’s more to his 

parents’ deaths than he’s letting on, but I don’t want to pry. I know 

what it feels like, having people prodding you about a dead parent. 

Even though it’s been several years since my mother passed away 

and the pain has dulled over time, I still miss her with a constant ache 

in my chest. I don’t like talking about her. Not to people outside my 

family. And especially not to strangers. I suppose Gaelan must feel 

the same way. 

“Captain Jim took me in. Him and his wife Martha. Mostly Martha, 

actually, because Captain Jim was almost always away at sea.” 

“Are they relatives of yours, then?” This seems like a question safe 

enough to ask. 
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“No. Neighbors of ours, actually. Martha was a good friend of my 

mother’s. I already spent a lot of time over at their place before… you 

know.” 

I nod. 

 “After my family was gone, it seemed only natural that they 

would take me in. Captain Jim wasn’t around a lot – he was usually 

needed on the Triton. But when he was, he always treated me like his 

own child. He was the one who taught me how to row a boat. And 

Martha was, well, she was amazing. I was like the son she never had 

to her. She spoiled me rotten.” I can hear the affection in his voice as 

he speaks. He pauses and peels the bark off the stick in his hands. 

“She died of brain cancer two years ago.” The only type they can’t 

cure, I add silently. He doesn’t say it, but I can tell it’s what he’s 

thinking. 

“Gaelan – I’m so sorry.” The sentence is stupid. I always hated 

hearing it when people found out about my mother. I can’t think of 

anything better to say though, and staying silent is just as awkward. 

“It’s not your fault,” he says, looking at me for the first time since 

he started speaking. “Anyway, that’s why Captain Jim took me with 

him to live on the Triton. There was no one left in St. Louis City who 

would have looked after me and I was too young to find a place of 

my own.” 

We look at each other in silence. It’s not uncomfortable, though. 

We’re both lost in our own thoughts, our own memories. 

“Thanks,” I finally say. 

“What for?” 
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“For telling me,” I say simply. 

“You don’t have to thank me for that.” 

“Yes, I do. I know – I know what it’s like having to talk to people 

about things like that.” 

“Well, then you should also know that sometimes it helps to tell 

someone.” 

“I don’t know. I don’t really like talking about my mother. Not to 

anyone who isn’t family.” 

“I know. I didn’t either, not for a long time. But if you ever want to 

talk, I’m ready to listen.” 

The cicadas chirp around us and I become aware that I find them 

soothing, after all. I stretch my arms and yawn. 

Gaelan watches me. “Why don’t you get some sleep? It’s almost 

time for my watch anyway.”  

“Are you sure? I could put in another hour.” Although his offer is 

very tempting. I didn’t realize how tired I’d become. My sleeping bag 

has never looked so comfortable. My less noble side is screaming at 

me for not accepting his offer. 

Gaelan smiles at me, maybe guessing my thoughts. “No, go ahead. 

I’m already awake. Besides, if I try to sleep now, I’ll have to get up 

again about five minutes after I’ve finally managed it. And you look 

like you can hardly keep your eyes open. It’s no use keeping watch 

like that.” 

“All right.” I can’t really argue with that. “Thanks.” 
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I snuggle into my sleeping bag and close my eyes, listening to the 

rhythm of the cicadas. I fall asleep feeling reassured that Gaelan is 

watching over the camp. I’m glad he came with us after all. 
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TWENTY-NINE 

Zoe 

 

Something’s different today. They’ve let us sleep in, for one thing, 

which is weird. Surely they wouldn’t waste all that free carrot-

picking labor for nothing. Not that I mind. My muscles ache all over. 

If yesterday was bad, today is much worse. I don’t think sleeping in 

a sitting position against the hard wall and floor really did much to 

help. And I’m still hungry. It feels like my stomach is gnawing at me 

from the inside. It craves food, but I know I won’t get anything. Not 

until lunchtime, anyway, and then it won’t be much. Maybe they’re 

just hoping we’ll slowly starve to death so they won’t have to figure 

out how to deal with us. It sounds less frightening than a bullet to the 

head, at least. It’ll probably be a lot more torturous in the long run, 
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though. Great attitude, Zoe, I think. You couldn’t be any less pessimistic, 

could you? To avoid going crazy, I’ll have to figure out how to ignore 

the horrible thoughts my brain’s coming up with lately. 

I take the sleeping in to heart, though. I’m not even fully awake 

when an official comes in, announcing that he’s coming to take us 

one by one, for testing. I have no idea what he’s up to, but seeing that 

we’re in a termination facility, the probability that it’s something 

good is about as high as the Council people dancing naked on the 

daily announcements. 

“Do you have any clue what that means?” I ask Zac, who’s sitting 

next to me and rubbing his eyes. 

“What?” Zac gives a huge yawn. “Sorry, didn’t catch what you 

said.” 

I shuffle my feet on the tiled floor impatiently. “I asked if you knew 

what that meant. Testing and stuff.” 

He sighs. “Yeah, I know.” He looks uncomfortable. Worried, even. 

“‘Yeah’, as in you know, but you’re not gonna tell me, or ‘yeah’ as 

in you’re about to open your mouth and say something if I wait long 

enough?” 

Zac sighs. “It wouldn’t help much if you knew. It’s not like you 

could change things. I don’t want to spread panic unnecessarily.” 

I snort. “You know, that’s not helping. If you don’t wanna spread 

panic, you definitely shouldn’t tell me that that’s what you’re 

avoiding.” 

The official walks out, taking a middle-aged man with him. I wait, 

but Zac doesn’t elaborate. 
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“You’re not gonna say anything, are you? Zac?” I wave my hand 

in front of his face. That always made Jo go nuts. It’s a failsafe way to 

get attention. “Hello? Earth to Zac.” He still doesn’t respond. 

“Please? Zoe want to know your theory.” I say it in my best baby 

voice. 

“Ugh. Fine.” Zac pushes my hand away from his face. “But if you 

think this is gonna help you relax, remember I warned you.” 

I grin. “Finally. Zoe very grateful for your help.” 

“And stop talking in that awful voice. Otherwise I’m not telling 

you anything! It’s driving me crazy.” 

I push my lower lip forward in a pout. He sure gives up fast. “Fine. 

But know you’ve seriously offended my inner baby.” 

Zac snorts. 

“Oy, you!” 

We turn. The official’s back. Or maybe it’s a different one. I didn’t 

really pay attention to what the first guy looked like. They all have 

grumpy faces and wear the same starched uniforms, so how am I 

supposed to know the difference? 

“Yes, you!” Everyone stares at him, wondering if he means them. 

“Gamma.” 

I’m the only Gamma here, so I guess he wants me. Slowly, I start to 

get up. The official is watching me, rocking back and forth on his 

heels. He can’t be older than thirty. I wonder how long he’s been 

doing this job. Not that long, probably. When he gives his orders, he’s 

got a slight tremor in his voice. Like he’s desperate to do what’s 

expected of him, but not comfortable doing it yet. 
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“Well, hurry up, we haven’t got all day,” he snaps. Drat. And Zac 

was about to tell me what he thought was going on. Guess I’ll have 

to find that out for myself now. 

I follow the official down several corridors, all like the one outside 

our cell. Briefly, I consider trying to make a run for it, but it’s useless. 

I’d never find my way out of here in time. So instead, I walk meekly 

behind him. Maybe if he thinks I’m scared and helpless, I can figure 

out a way to work that to my advantage. 

The official stops by a door that looks like all the others and knocks. 

“In a minute!” 

I cringe. It’s that woman’s voice. The one who changed my mark. 

Now I’m certain I don’t want to go in there. She seriously creeps me 

out. 

The official leans against the wall, looking bored. 

“Hey,” I say. There’s no harm in trying to make a polite 

conversation. The official doesn’t seem to agree, though. He ignores 

me, as if I were nothing more than air. 

“Please.” I twist my arms behind my back and look up at him, 

trying my best to put on an innocent and frightened expression. The 

innocent part of it is definitely harder than the frightened part. 

“Please, can you tell me what’s going to happen to me? I’m afraid.” 

The man still stares straight ahead, but he didn’t quite manage to 

ignore me this time. His eyes briefly met mine, and then he looked 

away real quick. Looks like there’s at least part of a human heart left 

in there somewhere. 
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“Please,” I whine again. He’s about to crack, and all I have to do is 

push him. His eyes dart around, as if he’s afraid someone will see us. 

“They’re only doing some medical tests. It’s nothing to worry 

about. You’ll be fine.” He looks around again, paranoid about being 

watched. “And now be quiet. I’m not even supposed to be talking to 

you.” He sounds annoyed that he did in the first place. 

I suppose that’s all I’m going to get out of him. He’s gone back to 

staring at the wall across from us. I join him until the door finally 

opens. The woman leads a girl whom I’ve never seen before out of 

the door. She must be a few years younger than me, but she looks 

terrible. Her hair has fallen out in places and her eyelids are drooping 

as if she isn’t fully here. She has to lean on the lady for support 

because her knees seem to be giving way. And she’s horribly, 

horribly thin. 

“You can take this one back. Room 138,” the lady says to the 

official. He holds out his arm and takes the girl from her. As he does, 

her matted hair swings to the side. I stare, even though I know it’s 

rude. She’s an Epsilon, the first one I’ve ever seen after they got their 

mark. I was starting to wonder if they even existed. Her eyes meet 

mine and her mouth gurgles, as if she’s trying to tell me something, 

but instead it starts foaming. I take a step back, horrified. I know it’s 

not the girl’s fault that she’s sick, but that is just creepy. 

The lady in the lab coat pulls me inside the room as I gape after the 

official carrying the girl away. The room looks a lot like the one where 

they took me out of the box, but it’s not the same one. It’s a little 

bigger and there are more counters. Microscopes, digitals and a 
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whole bunch of tools I don’t know the names of are arranged neatly 

on their white tops. There’s even a potted plant on one of them. A 

window in the ceiling lets in at least a little bit of natural light. 

“Stand still,” the lady orders, and her digital sends out a scanning 

beam. It’s like what they use at the doctor’s office, to gather patients’ 

physical data. 

“What’s wrong with her?” I ask, when I finally find my voice. “That 

girl.” 

To my surprise, the woman answers. “She’s very ill. But don’t 

worry, we’re studying her closely and are trying everything to find a 

cure to the disease.” She rummages in a drawer, looking through tons 

of weird, spiky silver instruments. The way she said “studying” is a 

little scary. Like the girl was no more than some sort of experiment. 

But maybe that’s what the world looks like for doctors. I’m fairly 

certain that the woman is one – she’s treating a sick person, isn’t she? 

“Ah, here it is!” The Alpha pulls out a small syringe filled with light 

blue liquid and takes it out of its protective casing. “Go sit on the 

exam table,” she orders me and pulls me over to it with one arm. 

Not having much of a choice, I climb up on the padded counter. I 

eye the syringe apprehensively. “What are you gonna do to me?” 

The doctor laughs eerily. “Don’t worry. It’s all routine. We know 

what we’re doing.” She notes something down on the digital lying 

closest to us. Then she pushes the sleeve of my t-shirt all the way up, 

freeing my shoulder. Goosebumps crawl up my skin. I pull my arm 

away. 
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“I’m fine, thanks.” My voice shakes. “I’d rather take my chances 

without vaccines or anything. Sorry.” I don’t trust them. They can’t 

just expect me to let them squirt strange stuff into my blood without 

me putting up a fight.  

The doctor thrusts my sleeve back up. “You will cooperate.” Her 

gaze turns to steel. “If not, we can get a few officials to come back and 

hold you down. But I swear, I am going to inject you. Is that clear?” 

Her harsh tone leaves no room for argument. I gulp. 

“Perfectly.” I would rather subject to this willingly than have them 

coerce this out of me. And the doctor knows it. Reluctantly, I hold my 

t-shirt in place while she rubs some gel-like substance onto a spot on 

my shoulder. She places the tip of the syringe against my skin and 

presses the plunger. The needle sinks into my arm and I look away 

as the blue liquid begins to flow into my veins. I really hope this is 

just a vaccine, but knowing where I am, it could be anything, really. 

Maybe this stuff is going to make me drop dead tomorrow. 

The doctor places the empty syringe onto the counter closest to us. 

Then she types something on her digital. I crane over her shoulder 

and try to see what it is, but she sees what I’m doing and steps out of 

my way. 

There’s a knock on the door. “Come in,” the doctor calls, annoyed. 

The door opens. It’s a different official this time, but I recognize the 

woman with him. She’s in my cell, too. 

“Want me to take her back?” The official nods at me, sounding 

bored. He’s not a newbie like the first guy. He’s old enough to be my 

grandpa. 
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“Please do.” The doctor checks something on her digital. “Room 

337.” 337. I store the number in my memory. I’m still not sure how 

people find their way around this place, but there must be a system 

to these numbers. Once I’ve figured it out, maybe it will help me 

escape. 

The official grabs my arm and steers me out ungently. 

“Oh, Kyle?” 

“What?” the official grunts. 

“Take the others to Jason or Kent or someone else. I haven’t eaten 

anything all day, and I’m ready for my break.” She gives him an 

apologetic smile which doesn’t make me feel sorry for her at all. 

Makes me want to retch, more like. Poor doctor. Her life must be sooo 

hard compared to mine. I haven’t eaten all day, either, but I don’t 

think anyone would be so forthcoming if I wanted a break. My 

stomach rumbles at the thought of food. As far as I can tell, the slop 

for lunch and a stale piece of bread for dinner is the only food we get 

here. No wonder that Epsilon was so skinny. (Maybe mention here 

that Zoe has lost weight, too) If they wanted her to get better, they 

should just give her more to eat. I bet lack of food is part of the 

problem. Although I wonder why they’re trying to heal her at all. I 

thought the whole point of these termination facilities was to kill 

people. Not that I mind they’ve kept me alive. But still. It’s weird. 

When the official dumps me back in our cell, Zac still leaning 

against our spot on the wall, holding Yiri. Her grandmother is 

bending over them, looking worried. 
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“What is it? What’s wrong with her?” I rush over to them. Yiri was 

one of the first people to be taken for testing. 

“My head hurts,” Yiri whimpers. Her eyes are glazed over. 

“Everything’s fuzzy.” 

“It’s all right. That’s just the medicine they gave you. You’ll feel 

better in no time.” Susannah has walked up to us. Her auburn hair is 

wrapped up in a bun. She looks like efficiency in person. 

“Here, Rachelle, help me put her down on my bunk.” Together, 

Susannah and Yiri’s grandmother carry her over to the bed I spent 

my first night in. Yiri whimpers, but her eyes close immediately. 

“What’s wrong with her? What did they do to her?” I stare at 

Susannah and Zac. There is no way this is normal. Yiri was fine 

yesterday. I look over at Rachelle. She’s stoking Yiri’s forehead, 

muttering soothing words. 

“We’re not sure,” Susannah says, looking worried. “They’ve taken 

several of us for testing before, and sometimes people come back like 

that. Especially the younger ones. No one from our room, so far, but 

I know a couple of people from other cells who looked just like her.” 

“Who? Can we talk to them? Maybe they can tell us what to do?” 

Susannah looks at me with pity. “Look,” 

“Zoe,” I supply. 

“Zoe, we can’t.” 

“Why not?” I’m puzzled. 

“Because,” Zac says. “They aren’t exactly in a condition were you 

could talk to them. After a couple of days, the officials don’t even 

force them to work anymore.” 
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“Well, we can’t just do nothing,” I say in frustration. “Let’s talk to 

some people from their cells, then.” 

“Don’t you think we’ve tried already?” Zac asks. 

“They don’t know much more about this than we do, I’m afraid,” 

Susannah says more kindly. “All we know is that everyone who has 

this deteriorates rapidly. And we think the facility is infecting us on 

purpose.” 

“Why?” 

Zac snorts in contempt. “This is a termination facility, remember?” 

Susannah throws him a look. It’s not quite a glare, but almost. “We 

don’t know. They could certainly kill us a lot faster with other 

methods if they wanted to. And they wouldn’t waste resources 

keeping us alive if they simply shot or gassed everybody.” She makes 

this sound like an everyday business. Hey, let’s work at let’s-kill-people- 

and-Co! It sounds like so much fun! “But they only did that to a portion 

of us when we arrived here.” 

I gag. She sounds so matter-of-fact that I can hardly believe what 

she just said. “They killed some of you?” 

“What do you expect? They would never have room for all the 

lower-groups in these places. They need to get rid of the surplus.” 

Susannah squares her jaw. “But we can’t let that get to us. What 

matters is here and now, not the past.” 

She strides away, welcoming sunburn-boy, who’s just come back 

from his “testing”. 

“Gosh,” I say, staring after her. “She sure is practical.” 
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“Tell me about it,” Zac replies. “I sometimes wondered whether 

she was a robot when I first met her. She’s not unfazed by anything. 

But she looks out for everyone here. You’ve got to give her that.” 

“Hey, you!” And official strides over to us, looking at Zac. It’s 

grunt-man, another reminder of my first night here. “Your turn.” 

Zac looks puzzled. “But you’ve already done me.” 

Grunt-man is confused. He fumbles around for his digital. “I don’t 

have you on here,” he grunts suspiciously. 

“Here.” Zac holds out his arm. It shows a small puncture mark just 

below his shoulder, surrounded by a slight red welt. “Don’t think I’d 

have this if I hadn’t gone.” 

“Oh.” Grunt-man grunts several times in his confusion. “I’ll just 

mark you off on here, then.” He’s flustered. 

“No prob,” Zac grins. Grunt-man waddles off, looking for a 

different victim. He seems glad to get away from us. 

I wait till grunt-man’s dragged the man he went for well away, 

then I round on Zac. 

“They haven’t really tested you, have they?” I have enough 

experience with good lying myself to recognize when it’s being done. 

Zac grins and pulls a small needle out of his pocket. I wonder how 

he managed to smuggle that in here. “Courtesy of this.” 

“You poked yourself.” It’s not a question. 

“Figured that was better than letting them do it.” 

“You could have let me use it, too.” 
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“True. But I didn’t know what kinds of stuff they wanted to do to 

us today and once I knew what I had to fake, we were never alone in 

the room without an official for more than two seconds.” 

“So you were fine with letting them just squirt some blue gunk into 

my arm.” I’m not really mad at him, though. In his situation, I would 

have been “me first!”, too. I guess I’m a bad, naturally selfish person. 

Zac just smirks. “My bad.” 

“You know, that was smart. Like, Alpha-smart. I can’t imagine 

why you’re a Delta when I’m a Gamma. I wouldn’t have thought of 

that.” 

I think I saw a look of worry flit across Zac’s face, but I must have 

imagined it. 

“Thanks,” he says. “But I think you’re plenty smart, too.” A frown 

crosses his face. “You’ve got to be, if you want to survive in this 

place.” 
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THIRTY 

Joanne 

 

(Maybe have this scene a little later and add one where the three of 

them are having fun somewhere first. Like splashing in a lake) We 

set off early the next morning. The sky is stained red and orange from 

the rising sun. The air is still cool from the night and we want to make 

the most of it. 

I run a comb through my tangled hair to make myself presentable 

in case someone should see us. We all leave on our old clothes. 

They’re a bit wrinkled and don’t smell so great, but Gaelan assures 

me that so far south, this isn’t that unusual. Besides, if someone came 

close enough to notice, they would also see Jamie and his clearly 

faked mark. We’d get caught either way. 
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We share a can of peaches between us for breakfast, cover the 

blackened ground where the fire was with leaves and start walking 

again. At first, getting our legs to move is much harder than 

yesterday. Even with our sleeping bags cushioning it, the ground was 

pretty hard. Our muscles are also still sore from the hike yesterday 

and we are tired from having slept so little the past couple of nights. 

I’m surprised and proud of how Jamie is holding up. His backpack is 

almost as heavy as mine and he has to work a lot harder to match our 

pace, but he hasn’t complained once. 

After a while, walking gets easier. I fall into a rhythm and don’t 

notice my aching muscles anymore. It reminds me of running laps in 

PE. After five rounds around the track, I always wanted to drop 

down on the spot and never get up again. But once I’d pushed 

through that sixth lap, I realized that it wasn’t so hard after all. I don’t 

feel comfortable, but okay. I know I could keep going for a long time. 

We talk a little bit at first, but that soon peters out. Instead, we 

watch the world around us awaken. Birds start to sing and we see a 

white-tailed deer run across our path so close by that we could almost 

see our reflections in its round black eyes. Jamie watches everything 

and soaks it up. He always loved seeing the animals at the zoo in 

Concordia City, but here he is seeing something other than the 

pigeons we have at home in their natural habitat. I’m glad he’s 

having some fun along the way. 

I’m so caught up in placing one foot in front of the other that at 

first, I don’t notice something is amiss. Then I realize that I hear 

voices speaking. Voices that don’t belong to one of us. I exchange 
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startled glances with Gaelan and Jamie. They must have heard, too. 

Gaelan puts a finger to his lips, motioning us to be quiet. 

I point to a clump of bushes to our left. Jamie and Gaelan nod, 

showing that they understood. It’s a horrible hiding spot and I would 

never have hidden there while playing hide and seek, a game I loved 

as a child. This place is so obvious that I would have been 

embarrassed to even consider concealing myself here. But right now, 

it’s the only option available. We squeeze ourselves inside and I bite 

down on my lip to keep myself from crying out as the twigs scratch 

my arms, face and legs. We crouch down and peer through the 

leaves, trying to see what’s out there. 

I almost think that we’re safe and that whoever it is has left, when 

two people, a man and a woman, step onto the ground where we 

stood only minutes before. They’re wearing crisp white uniforms and 

I can just make out the seal of the Northern Coalition stamped below 

the woman’s left shoulder. These are officials, sent from the 

government. And if I can see them, it can’t be long before one of them 

spots us. 

The woman is talking to the man. They’re still too far away for me 

to understand everything they’re saying, but I catch a few snippets. 

“You’re sure someone is here?” – “…saw smoke…” – “…checked 

and found a dinghy…” – “Deltas”. 

I exchange a terrified glance with Gaelan. If they know someone is 

out here, they’ll search thoroughly. It won’t be some random patrol. 

And once they start looking, they’ll find us. 
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Gaelan motions me closer. His lips are almost touching my ear and 

his breath tickles my skin. I try not to let that distract me. 

“My digital,” he breathes so quietly that I can barely make out the 

words. “I’ll contact you, okay?” 

He pulls it out of his pocket awkwardly and dumps it into my lap. 

Before I have time to digest what he said, what he’s planning to do, 

he slips out of the bushes, opposite from where the officials are. 

I am stunned, unable to move. Which is lucky because otherwise, I 

probably would have shouted after him. What is he doing? 

He’s crawled few yards away and somehow, the officials have still 

noticed nothing. They must have been too engrossed in their 

conversation to hear anything. 

I twist my head back and forth, looking from Gaelan to the man 

and woman. 

“Help,” Gaelan suddenly croaks. “Help.” His voice is weak and if 

I didn’t know better, I would think he was seriously ill. Which maybe 

he is, in his head at least. He is basically letting us be found. 

The officials’ heads swivel around and they’ve spotted him and 

they’re running toward him and she’s drawing a gun out of her 

pocket. My breath catches in my throat and Jamie grabs my hand, 

tight. I squeeze it back, unable to look away. She won’t shoot Gaelan. 

She can’t. She wouldn’t. Would she? 

Gaelan looks shocked, too, but brushes his brown locks from his 

forehead. I still can’t make out the mark stamped there, but the 

officials can. 

She thrusts her gun back in its holster, but doesn’t let go of the grip. 
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“What are you doing here?” She sounds angry. 

“I…” Gaelan stutters. “I was working on a project. Researching. 

Must have dropped my digital. Got lost.” He lets his head fall back 

to the ground. 

“And you expect us to believe that? You don’t even have any 

supplies with you!” Her ponytail swings back and forth, accenting 

her words. 

“Irene,” the man says. His voice is much calmer. “Look at the poor 

kid. He’s obviously not a Delta and looks like he’s been through hell.” 

He offers Gaelan a hand and pulls him to his feet. Gaelan sways 

but manages to stay upright. Or looks like he is having a hard time 

managing it. (Add a sentence here) 

“What’s your name, son?” 

“Gaelan Wiltshire.” 

Wiltshire. It’s the first time I’ve heard Gaelan’s last name. If it’s his 

real one. 

The woman – Irene – checks something on her digital. She must be 

satisfied because her tone is much friendlier as she speaks again. 

“What were you doing here? Didn’t you know that we’re 

patrolling these woods on a regular basis now?” 

Gaelan nods. “Yes, I knew. But I wasn’t planning on staying long. 

I only wanted to collect a few plant samples for a project I’m doing 

on the ethnobotanical uses of digoxin.” 

“It’s a cardiac glycoside,” he adds, seeing their questioning looks. 

He pretends to sway again a little and the woman offers him her arm 
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for support. Apparently, he convinced them. I’m impressed by his 

performance myself. 

“Thanks. Anyways, I must have walked longer than I thought and 

when I wanted to use my digital to track my route back, I realized it 

wasn’t there. I’ve been walking in circles trying to find my way back 

for two days now. Do you – do you think I could have some water?” 

“Of course,” Irene says. She is almost purring now as she opens her 

bag and hands him a bottle. Somehow, that makes me dislike her 

even more. 

“Listen, Gaelan,” the man suddenly says as Gaelan gulps down the 

water as if he hasn’t seen any for days. My throat burns with longing. 

I’m not dying of thirst, but if someone gave me a bottle and told me 

I could drink all I wanted… 

“Did you by any chance see anyone else while you were here?” 

When Gaelan looks puzzled – he’s a much better actor than I am - 

the man adds, “We’re looking for some escaped Deltas. Someone 

reported seeing smoke last night and we found a small boat by the 

shore. It looks like there are fugitives about.” 

Gaelan shakes his head. “I didn’t see anyone, sorry. But the person 

responsible for the smoke was probably me. It got pretty cold last 

night and I started a fire to keep myself warm. I’m sorry if I caused 

any trouble. I don’t know anything about the boat, though.” 

“Oh, that’s all right,” Irene says. “It’s nice that we have a simple 

explanation about all this. It was probably a false alarm then – we’ve 

had ten groups patrolling the forest all morning and didn’t find 
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anything other than the boat. And I guess that could have been there 

for a while – the team who found it said it looked a bit old.” 

I thank the stars that Captain Jim gave Gaelan and Jamie the oldest, 

decayed looking lifeboat on board. I wonder how they know it is a 

Delta they’re looking for, though. If they only started their search on 

the basis of seeing smoke, it could have been Epsilons as well. 

Irene throws a glance at the man. “Let’s call the others,” she says. 

“Tell them it was a false alarm. And then we can get this one back to 

town.” 

She winks at Gaelan. The man agrees. I think they’re both just 

desperate to get out of the woods, away from the heat and the bugs 

that seem to multiply once they smell someone sweating. I am 

covered in red welts everywhere. They don’t seem to like Jamie’s 

blood, though. As long as he walks next to me, he hardly gets stung 

at all, while I am engulfed in a cloud of mosquitos. 

Irene and the man make a few calls on their digitals, telling the rest 

of their patrol about the “false alarm” and then they’re walking away 

from us, taking Gaelan with them. 

I realize what he was doing now. It was as brilliant as it was daring. 

In leading the officials to himself, he led them away from us. If he 

hadn’t let himself be caught, they would surely have looked in our 

bush and then all three of us would have been caught and killed. He 

even managed to convince them that there’s no one out here, giving 

Jamie and me a chance to escape safely.  



275 
 

I just hope that we will be able to find Gaelan again, too. I can’t 

believe how I thought just twenty-four hours ago that we’d be better 

off without him. 

I make Jamie stay in the bush for a long time after the officials leave. 

I don’t really think that they will come back, but I’m not positive that 

they won’t, either. Or that another team scouring the woods won’t 

pass by. When we finally do come out, my leg muscles ache from 

crouching in the same position for such a long time. 

“Jo, what’s going to happen to Gaelan?” Jamie looks as if he is 

about to cry. 

“Nothing bad,” I say quickly. 

“But the lady had a gun. What if she shoots him?” 

“She’s not going to. You saw her put the gun away. Gaelan is not 

in a lower group, so he’s safe.” 

Jamie still doesn’t look sure, but the question he asks is a different 

one. 

“Would she have shot me?” 

 I hesitate. 

“You can tell me the truth, Joanne. I’m not that little! You don’t 

always have to protect me.” 

He’s right, but I hate the fact that he is talking like this. He 

shouldn’t have to grow up so quickly. 

“I don’t know,” I sigh. “But she might have. We just have to be 

careful.” 

Jamie doesn’t seem bothered by this answer. Maybe he was already 

expecting it. Or he’s trying to protect me by staying calm. 
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I look at the digital Gaelan gave me. Luckily, it’s already turned on 

because I don’t know Gaelan’s code. 

“What are you doing?” Jamie asks curiously and peers over my 

elbow. 

“Gaelan said that he’d contact us. Then he can tell us where he is 

and we can meet up with him.” 

“When is he going to do that?” Jamie asks, blue eyes wide. 

“I don’t know. I guess it depends on what the officials want from 

him once he reaches the city. And he’ll need to find a digital he can 

borrow first. It’ll probably take a while.” 

“What are we going to do now, then?” Jamie hops from one foot to 

another impatiently. 

It’s a good question. I consider our options. 

“I think we should head for the city,” I finally decide. “We 

shouldn’t stay in one place for too long and that way, we’ll be closer 

to Gaelan when he does send us a message.” 

We set straight off, going a bit slower than before. I have to carry 

Gaelan’s packs as well now. He set them down right when we hid in 

the bushes, which was good for him because he’d have had a hard 

time convincing anyone he was only taking a stroll to pick plant 

samples with a backpack full of food and water. And the dehydrated 

act probably won’t have worked very well, either. 

However, it means that I now have to carry three packs: Gaelan’s 

two and my own. Jamie offers to help, but his own backpack is 

already much heavier than what someone his age should have to 

carry. 
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Soon, we come to a broader path with wheel tracks leading down 

it. This must be where the officials came from. Nobody else would 

own a solcar, a small automobile powered by the sun. The materials 

used to make them are rare and their production uses up a lot of 

energy, so they don’t issue them to everyone. Even my father doesn’t 

have one because in Concordia City, it just isn’t necessary. Most 

citizens get by fine using shuttles for transport. 

It makes me a bit nervous being out in the open path like this, but 

I decide to risk it. I’m not longer exactly sure where to find our 

position on the map and I’d be very surprised if the tracks didn’t lead 

us straight back to Charlotte City. And besides, it makes a nice 

change from fighting our way through scrubs and brambles. 

I wait for Gaelan to send a message, but so far the digital has stayed 

still and silent. I open the message program to see whether I might 

have missed the tell-tale vibration, but the last message is from last 

night. I am curious. Who would send a message at such a late time? 

I know what I’m doing is wrong, but I click on the message to open 

it. “Please insert decryption key.” A black box pops up on the 

screen with a blank white line to type a password in. I hurriedly 

return back, feeling guilty for trying to read Gaelan’s mail. But this is 

extremely strange. Why would he be receiving encrypted messages? 

What are Gaelan and Captain Jim keeping from me? Does it have 

something to do with the fact that Gaelan thought there might be 

spies aboard the Triton? Maybe they’re involved in secret 

government work. But if they were, why would they be worried 

about my father spying on them and why would they be going 
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behind the Council’s back and helping Jamie and me? It doesn’t make 

sense at all. 

When Gaelan’s digital finally vibrates, it startles me. I almost drop 

it as I fumble for it. I feel sure that wherever he is, Gaelan knows what 

I’ve been doing. I open the message it shows me on the screen. This 

one doesn’t demand a decryption key. Jamie has come up behind me, 

reading over my shoulder. 

 

Dear Joanne, 

I’m really sorry if I worried you. I was collecting 

some plants for the project I was telling you about and 

ended up lost in the woods without my digital. Pretty 

stupid, huh? Luckily I ran into some officials or I might 

not have made it back alive. They took me to the hospital 

for a checkup and I’m fine now. I haven’t got a new 

digital yet (I borrowed this one from one of the 

officials who rescued me so I could send a message to my 

frantic girlfriend ;-)), so I can’t answer you, but if 

you want we can meet at the arch tonight at 8.00 p.m. I 

know how much you like it there. 

I hope you’re not mad. 

Love, 

Gaelan 

I reread the message, filtering out the relevant information. 

“Why did he tell you all that stuff about being caught by officials? 

We know that!” Jamie asks when he’s finished reading. “And why 

did he call you his girlfriend?” 
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I blush bright red. “It’s a cover, Jamie. The official can read the 

message he sent once he gives her the digital back. He needs to make 

it seem as if he sent this to someone else who doesn’t know what 

happened to him.” 

“Oh,” Jamie says. He looks disappointed. “I think it’d be cool if 

Gaelan was your boyfriend, though. He’s way cooler than that guy 

Zoe’s sister likes.” 

“Jamie!” 

“Sorry,” he grins. 

“Let’s just find Gaelan, okay,” I sigh. 

“Fine,” he says, still grinning. He loves it when he gets one over 

me. “What’s the arch?” 

“He must mean the Monumental Arch. Didn’t you learn about it in 

school?” 

“Is it that thing they built to remind people about the war? The one 

with all the names on it?” 

“Yup.” 

There’s a lot more one could say about the arch, but I know those 

facts would probably bore Jamie. Still, I get why Gaelan chose it. The 

architect modelled it on a famous building in St. Louis City. I don’t 

remember what it’s called. It is still there, but the technology and the 

building itself are wasteful, so it’s no longer maintained and not safe 

to go up anymore. The arch in Charlotte City is even bigger, though 

much simpler. They built it after one of the last big battles in the final 

war, which took place in the harbor by the city. It is supposed to 

remind us of the terrible things that happened during the wars and 
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that we should never repeat them. The names of countless people 

who died are carved into its black rock in miniscule writing. I 

suppose it’s wasteful all the same, since it serves no practical 

purpose, but I still think it’s pretty amazing. 

“Cool! I didn’t know that that was here. Do you think we can go 

up?” 

I hesitate. The idea seems intriguing. (Add some more thoughts) “I 

don’t know. Maybe. We’ll have to see how many people there are. 

And it takes pretty long.”  I think I heard somewhere that it takes the 

average citizen half an hour to reach the top. The arch is actually a 

simple black staircase. Textbooks claim they built it that way so that 

people could think about the monument while climbing it, but I think 

it was also designed that way to save electricity. The arch in St. Lois 

City still used devices called elevators to transport people upwards, 

so they had to think of a different method. 

I put down one of Gaelan’s packs and pull stuff out, stopping when 

I find two of the linen sun caps he packed. Aboard the Triton, Captain 

Jim and Gaelan assured me that lots of people wore them for sun 

protection here, but I didn’t really believe them until I saw several 

people sporting them yesterday. In Concordia City, no one wore the 

caps, although we all received some along with the rest of our clothes. 

It would have been really embarrassing to be caught wearing one. 

They were considered extremely unfashionable. 

“Here, put this on,” I say, handing on cap to Jamie and putting the 

other one on my head. 
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“No one wears these,” Jamie complains, but puts it onto his head 

anyway. 

“They do here,” I tell him. “And besides, if we’re going into the city 

you need something to cover your forehead. Your altered mark 

doesn’t look convincing at all and if you keep your head down, 

nobody should be able to see your forehead with that cap on. Not 

unless they crouch down on the floor and peek upwards or 

something.” At least I hope so. “We’ll just have to act normal and try 

to blend in.” 

I say that to myself as much as I do to Jamie. If we act normal, 

nobody will pay us much attention and we’ll probably even be safer 

in the city than out here in the woods, were officials are looking for 

fugitives. Nobody would think to look for hiding Deltas and Epsilons 

in a place that’s crowded with people. At least that’s what I tell 

myself. 

 

*** 

 

When we arrive at the arch, Gaelan isn’t there yet. We made it back 

to the city earlier than I expected us to. It’s only about seven-thirty. 

It’s kind of frustrating to see that we travelled on foot for almost two 

days and were still able to get here so quickly. We ended up pretty 

far west of where we started out, but if we took a shuttle, we could 

probably get back to the port within two or three hours. 

The arch is intimidating, looming in a wide black crescent over our 

heads. Jamie and I sit down below it, waiting in the shade for Gaelan. 



282 
 

There are only a few other people in the enormous square 

surrounding the arch. It’s more of a park, really. Maybe it’s so empty 

because today is such a hot day or because everyone is going home 

for dinner. It’s actually the nicest place I’ve seen in Charlotte City so 

far. There are square flowerbeds that rise from the ground with 

wooden boards running around them, making nice benches. Wide 

sprawling lawns and open courts fill the spaces between them and 

there are even a couple of basketball hoops. It looks like the ideal 

place to spend some free time. 

“Hey.” 

I jump a little at first because I didn’t see him coming. 

“Gaelan!” Jamie runs over and throws his arms around him. 

I stand up, too. “Hi,” I reply. “You’re early.” 

“So are you,” he says. “Did you get here all right? Was anyone 

suspicious?” He glances around, checking to see if anyone is 

watching us now, but the old couple sitting on a bench a short 

distance away is still in deep conversation and no one else is close 

enough to listen in on us. 

“I don’t think so,” I answer. “A couple of people looked at us, but 

nobody really paid us much attention. Once they saw I was a Beta, 

they lost interest.” I made sure that my cap was positioned in a way 

that made my forehead clearly visible. “How about you? What did 

they want to know?” 

“Nothing, really,” Gaelan shrugs. “They just took me to the 

hospital and stayed around to see if I was fine. They hovered over me 

during the whole examination, especially the woman. It was really 
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hard to get rid of her afterwards. It was only when I asked to borrow 

her digital to send a message to my girlfriend that she backed off a 

little.” 

I flush a little, but thankfully my face is already red from the heat. 

I don’t think he noticed. “Poor Irene,” I say. 

“Yeah, she was really something.” Gaelan gives a mock sigh. “Just 

a little, I don’t know, forceful, I guess.” 

I laugh. 

“So, do you want to go up?” he says, eying the arch. 

“Yes!” Jamie says in excitement. 

“Do you really think that’s a good idea?” I interject. “We’ve still 

got to go a long way and shouldn’t use too much of our energy. And 

if someone comes…” 

“You’ve got to have some fun every once in a while. And I doubt 

anyone will be looking for fugitives on a tourist attraction. And 

besides, Jamie really wants to.” 

They both open their eyes wide and stare at me pleadingly. Puppy-

dog-face, Zoe used to call it. We’d never seen a dog since no one owns 

pets anymore, but she picked the expression up in an old movie she 

once saw on her digital. It was a terrible movie, but Zoe and I often 

rewatched it because it was so bad that it was simply hilarious. 

“Okay, fine,” I give in. I am actually looking forward to it myself. 

“But remember, Jamie, you can’t give up halfway. Once we start 

climbing, we’ll have to climb down again, too.” 

“I know!” Jamie says indignantly. He has already run to the base 

of the arch. “Let’s go!” 
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And so we start climbing. This arch is a flatter parabola than the 

one they modelled it on. The stairs would probably have been too 

steep to climb otherwise. It’s almost like a bridge, just much higher. 

And the stairs are pretty steep as it is. 

We go at a slow pace, but I’m still panting after a while. As we go 

up, the staircase around us narrows. I stay close to the walls and try 

to read some of the names engraved there. Andrew Milwaukee 

6/25/2203-08/09/2226 Edward Minton 05/18/2195 – 06/17/2226 Jasper 

Minton 04/04/2205 – 03/13/2227… The list goes on and on. Even 

though these people have been dead for such a long time, reading 

their names fills me with sadness. They died for such a stupid reason. 

And apparently this monument hasn’t taught us anything, because 

people out there are still being killed for stupid reasons; for 

something that isn’t even their fault. The only difference is that a 

government is now fighting against its own people while during the 

wars, different governments forced their citizens to fight against each 

other. But maybe that doesn’t matter. Maybe what matters is the 

aftermath. 

“What are you thinking?” Gaelan pants behind me. I realize he’s 

been watching me read the names. 

“Nothing,” I say. Somehow, I don’t want to share my thoughts 

right now. Not when we are finally enjoying ourselves and not 

thinking of being caught and dying. 

Gaelan doesn’t push it. 

“I wonder,” I pant as I lift my foot up another step. I don’t want 

him to think that I don’t want to talk to him at all. And I’m genuinely 
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curious. “Does this remind you of your home? They’ve got an arch 

like this in St. Louis City, too, right?” 

“The Gateway Arch.” Gaelan nods. “A little, I guess, but not really. 

They aren’t really that similar.” 

“I thought this arch was modeled on yours,” I say in surprise. 

“It was. At least that’s what they say. But I think modelling 

consisted in the part that they saw the arch in St. Louis City and 

thought ‘Hey, we could build one, too!’ The Gateway Arch looks 

totally different. Way more run down and rusted and much 

narrower. I think it’s higher, too, but because it’s not as wide, people 

always tend to think of it as smaller. And of course, you can’t go up.” 

I nod, out of breath, and look up. We still have ages to go. Maybe 

it wouldn’t be too bad if you couldn’t get to the top of this thing. Then 

we wouldn’t have had the crazy idea to actually climb it. Especially 

wearing backpacks full of heavy stuff. 

“What about you?” Gaelan asks. 

“What about me?” 

“Does this remind you of your home? Being in a city again.” 

“Some,” I answer truthfully. “But mostly it reminds me about how 

different Concordia City is. Whenever I see something here, I think 

of something else in Concordia City that I miss and remember that 

I’m never going back there again and can’t visit those spots.” 

We climb again in silence. Somehow Jamie is already far ahead of 

us. He doesn’t have any backpacks to carry, but I don’t think that’s 

the only reason for it. 

“Come on!” he shouts back at us. “Hurry up!” 
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I exchange grins with Gaelan. “We’re coming,” I puff. “Give us 

some time.” 

Eventually, we do make it to the top. I have no idea how – my feet 

started working independently from the rest of my body at some 

point. The first thing I do is slump against the black wall. Jamie and 

Gaelan sit down next to me. I pull out a water bottle and hand it 

around. There’s a strong wind up here. It feels nice, the way it wraps 

around my face and cools it down. 

Jamie gets up first and walks to the long rectangular hole in the 

wall. It’s the only place you can look down from the arch because the 

walls are too high to look over them. It’s like a huge window without 

and glass in it. 

“Whoa – this is really cool! Joanne, come look.” He grabs my hand 

and pulls me up. 

The sight is dizzying, but breathtaking. Charlotte City sprawls 

below us. I can see everything. The shuttles hurling across town 

below us, little specks of white. The sparkling ocean in the distance 

which glows orange in the setting sun’s light. The edge of the woods 

where we were only this morning. A river in the distance, cutting the 

city in half. It is amazing. 

“Do you think this is what a bird feels like, Jo?” Jamie asks. 

“Probably,” I guess. “But as a bird, you’d also have the feeling that 

you’re floating in the sky and can control the air around you. You’d 

feel really free and happy. Or maybe the birds don’t appreciate the 

view like we do because it is so normal for them.” 
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Jamie shakes his head. “I don’t think so. I think that only people 

forget how beautiful the world is, sometimes.” 

How does he come up with these ideas? Sometimes, when he talks, I 

feel like he is tons smarter than me. Like I’m the little sibling and he’s 

the one taking care of me. 

“I’m gonna go look on the other side,” Jamie says, sounding like 

his younger self again. The arch is so narrow here that he doesn’t 

have to walk far. I think about joining him, but decide to stay and 

enjoy the view just a little longer. 

“It’s nice, isn’t it?” Gaelan has joined me, his arms propped on the 

black material next to mine. I’m no longer sure exactly what it is. It 

looks like rock, but also different. It must be some synthetic alloy. 

Maybe we learnt about it once, but if we did, I don’t remember. 

“Beautiful,” I agree. 

His arm is almost touching mine and I move over a little, giving 

him some space. I don’t know what’s wrong with me. Something 

about him makes me feel like I’m about to do something incredibly 

stupid. 

We stand there for a while just taking in the view. The wind buffets 

into our faces and dries the sweaty strands of hair in mine. It feels 

wonderful. I haven’t felt so relaxed in ages. Since the announcement 

concerning the new law, I suppose. 

I glance toward Gaelan and am about to say something, but forget 

what it was. The wind has blown his hair back. I can see his mark 

now. It was not what I expected. I stare, making sure my eyes aren’t 

playing tricks on me. 
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“You’re an Alpha.” The statement sounds almost like an 

accusation. 

Gaelan pulls his bangs back over his forehead. He seems 

embarrassed. 

“So? What did you think I was?” He sounds defensive. 

“I… I don’t know. I didn’t really think anything, I guess.” There’s 

no way I’m going to admit to him that I thought he was a Gamma. 

Somehow, even after I found out that he wasn’t a sailor, that idea got 

stuck in my head. I had almost forgotten that I didn’t know what he 

was. Thinking back, I should have noticed that something about my 

assumption was wrong. It all adds up. Why he was allowed to live 

on the Triton taking digital classes, why I could never beat him at 

chess, why he was able to think of a plan to get rid of the officials so 

quickly, why Irene and the man were suddenly so friendly to him. I 

was stupid not to see it. I feel ashamed. Deep down, I knew that 

Gaelan was smart, but I didn’t really acknowledge it and acted 

almost superior at times. Even though I don’t like the way we are 

categorized and hate that Jamie is a Delta, I still find myself thinking 

in those categories. As if I’m something better, just because there’s a 

black 𝛽 stamped on my head. I thought I was different, but 

apparently, I’m not. 

“Huh,” Gaelan snorts. He doesn’t believe me. 

“Why didn’t you tell me?” It doesn’t make sense that he shouldn’t. 

“Why should I have? Is it so wrong that I want to be judged as the 

person I am, not as the person others see me as? As someone only 
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reduced to my examination results? Someone who is only smart; 

some mindless, inapproachable machine?” His voice is bitter. 

“I wouldn’t have done that!” I say defensively, but even as I do, 

I’m not sure if I’m speaking the truth. I did often have the impression 

that the Alphas I know are more focused on learning and being clever 

than having relationships to other people. Lee and Melanie, the 

Alphas in my year, can be found in a lab working on something more 

often than they do something with their friends. They hardly have 

any spare time. 

Gaelan sees the doubt on my face. “You’re not sure, either.” He 

states it calmly and stares out into the open space in front of us again. 

There are so many things I don’t understand about him. I don’t 

think I’m vain, but some part of me is still proud of being a Beta. As 

I think about it, I realize I like it when people’s eyes flash up to my 

forehead and they look at me with new respect in their eyes. 

Somehow that makes me feel guilty. Does that make me like Dennis? 

Always lording it over people because of my high group? I don’t do 

it openly, but maybe deep down, I’m not that different. I do think I’m 

smarter than most people, don’t I? Isn’t that normal? Surely I should 

be able to take pride in the fact that I’m good at something, shouldn’t 

I? Somehow, I get the feeling that I shouldn’t. 

But Gaelan doesn’t appear to feel proud about being an Alpha at 

all. If anything, I would say that he feels ashamed. 

“Don’t you like being an Alpha?” I ask tentatively as Gaelan stares 

out into space some more, ignoring me. 

“Not particularly.” 
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“But why?” 

He sighs. “I don’t really dislike it either. I just don’t think that it 

makes me that different from anybody else. I just happen to be good 

at the kinds of stuff they ask in the examinations. And just because of 

that, people treat me differently. I don’t even have to earn their 

respect. They only like me because I’m intelligent and if I weren’t 

they would just toss me aside, like dirt.” The last words are bitter 

again. I wonder what happened to him to make him feel this way. Or 

maybe nothing did and he is just a better person than I am. 

“Do you mind if we talk about something else?” Gaelan smiles 

crookedly at me again. “As you might have noticed, I’m not exactly 

comfortable speaking about my group. 

I grin back weakly. I’m still extremely curious, but I don’t want to 

make him mad at me again. “Okay.” 

We smile at each other and go to join Jamie on the other side. He 

points out things to us in excitement and Gaelan explains to the best 

of his knowledge what they are. I really should have noticed 

something before. 

I watch him and wonder what other secrets he has. There is so 

much I don’t know about him. Why he feels so bitter toward the 

groups. How his parents died. Why he felt that someone might be 

spying on the Triton. And, most of all, why he is accompanying us. 

What is he up to and where is he headed? What do those messages 

he is getting have to do with it? 
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THIRTY-ONE 

Zoe 

 

Yiri is worse. Much worse. It’s been almost four days and there’s 

no sign at all that she’s getting better. And she’s not the only one. 

Over the course of the last few days, several more people suddenly 

spring up with that glassy gaze and fevers. Some of them are still 

mostly able to communicate, but others, who’ve been sick longer, 

only have brief moments when they’re fully conscious. Yiri is one of 

them. Her hair has lost its healthy gleam and become matted and 

stringy. She flails around in her sleep, whimpering. 

They don’t even make the sick people work anymore. While the 

rest of us are outside plucking vegetables, they remain in our cell, 

shivering and screaming in bed. 
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It doesn’t help that a lot more people have arrived. The cell’s so 

crowded now, people can’t even lay down to sleep. And the stench 

is unbearable. Most of us cover our mouths with our shirts when 

inside, so we don’t have to breathe in all that sweat, dirt and sickness. 

I’m glad of every minute I get to spend outside, in the fields. Not only 

because the smell is so bad, it’s just so hard to face those people. 

When I see them, it’s hard not to remember Tasha and the way she 

looked when she died. I don’t want these people to die. I’ve gotten to 

know and like them. I know that Mica’s favorite dish at home are 

crêpes and that she wishes she could have them here. That sunburn-

boy, whose name is Leeland, fiddles around with his shoelaces 

whenever he’s bored or nervous. And then there’s Yiri, who I almost 

feel I’ve known all my life. I know what her home looks like, what 

kinds of stories she likes, that her parents are Gammas that she hopes 

she’ll see again someday. (Add some part about Rachelle) Everyone 

here loves Yiri. She was such a friendly, open-minded child that you 

couldn’t help falling in love with her. Now, she lies in bed, scared 

and barely conscious. Completely different from when I first met her. 

When we come back from work that evening, I rush straight to 

Yiri’s bunk. Rachel is already there, bending over the bed and placing 

a hand on her granddaughter’s forehead to check her temperature. 

Zac walks up right behind me. 

“How is she?” 

Rachelle looks up at us, desperation in her eyes. “I think her 

temperature has risen even more.” Her soft voice cracks. “I just don’t 
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know what to do anymore. I-I think she’s dying.” Tears drip onto the 

thin coverlet. 

I push that possibility away. If anyone else I love dies, I don’t know 

how I’m gonna cope. “She’s not dying,” I say through gritted teeth. 

“She’s just sick, that’s all.” I stroke Yiri’s hair back from her forehead, 

startled by how hot it feels. Rachelle and Zac don’t contradict me, 

although I know they don’t believe me. Neither do I, really. 

The cell door is thrust open. It’s officials, coming to get us for more 

lab stuff. They’ve done this every day now. Check up on our 

condition, take meticulous notes and sometimes give us more 

medication. The whole time, they ignore us, acting as if we weren’t 

there. By now, I think they aren’t trying to heal anyone at all. I think 

they’re just using us to gather data, like guinea-pigs. They don’t care 

how many of us die. They’ll probably keep trying different stuff on 

us until no one here is left. That’s the whole point of these facilities, 

isn’t it? I remember the poor Epsilon girl I saw in the doctor’s room. 

I wonder how long it will take until I end up like her. Or Zac or 

Rachelle or Susannah. I don’t want any of them to die. 

Yiri chokes in her sleep. Her eyes flutter open and she starts 

coughing up white, foamy spit, flecked with red. Blood. One of the 

officials looks over the heads of people seated on the floor at Yiri’s 

bunk. “Looks like this one has reached stage five,” she says. Her voice 

is strictly clinical. “Dr. Leaves will probably want to see her first. 

Check her blood for the antibodies while they start developing.” 

A broad-shouldered, burly man starts walking towards us. People 

scramble out of his way, squashing themselves against the walls to 
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make room for him. I recognize him. He’s been here before and he’s 

not one of the friendlier officials. He lifts Yiri up roughly by the 

armpits and tries to drag her out of bed. She flails around and moans. 

“Noo. Mommy! Mommy, don’t let them take me! Mommy!” 

Rachelle glares at the official. Tears slide down her wrinkled face 

and drip onto the floor. 

Suddenly it is all too much. “Put her down!” I’m livid. “Can’t you 

see you’re hurting her?” I grip the official’s arm and try to pull him 

off Yiri. Everyone else in the room stares at me. 

The official shoves me away the way one would swat a fly. He 

ignores me and picks Yiri up, who is now coughing up more saliva. 

“Please, just leave her alone!” I’m begging now. “What has she ever 

done to hurt you? Isn’t it enough that you’ve infected her with this?” 

The official shoves his way past me, carrying Yiri towards the door. 

I hold on to the back of his shirt. “You owe me an answer!” 

The man lets go of Yiri with one arm and slips his shirt out of my 

grasp. “I don’t owe you anything,” he says before he leaves the room. 

He slams the door shut behind him. 
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THIRTY-TWO 

Joanne 

 

Since we were able to reach the arch without attracting attention, 

we push our luck and travel through Charlotte City by shuttle. No 

one pays close attention to us. 

Leaving the city is another matter. Gaelan heard that there are often 

controls now, checking up on people leaving and entering major 

cities. We might have been lucky so far, but we don’t want to risk it. 

We decide to proceed on foot as planned. Before we leave the city, 

Gaelan stocks up on supplies. People readily provide them, asking 

no questions. He may not like it, but we’re lucky that he is an Alpha. 

Things wouldn’t have been this easy otherwise. 
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The next few days blur into one another. We walk and walk and 

walk, pushing our way through the forest, getting stung by 

mosquitos, scratched by protruding branches and backtracking when 

we come across an obstacle we can’t pass. We only stop to eat and 

sleep or to replenish our water supplies when we come across a 

stream or pond. Getting food is harder. We find some things that are 

edible, but most of the plants here seem alien to me and even Gaelan 

doesn’t know what they are. We hold some up to the digital to let it 

scan them, but that takes up a lot of power and Gaelan wants to keep 

it running for as long as we can. For now, we have enough supplies, 

but I don’t think they’ll last that much longer. 

The biggest problem, apart from hunger and fatigue, is boredom. 

Everything is just so repetitious. When we went for hikes on field 

trips for school, I always enjoyed walking. The rhythmic pace, being 

alone with my own thoughts: I loved it. Doing it for several days 

straight is a different matter, though. Even Jamie soon loses interest 

in all the different plants and animals we see. We just trudge onward, 

reminding ourselves to place one foot in front of the other. 

The most exciting part of the day is evening, when it gets too dark 

to see and we decide to rest. We could use the flashlight, but Gaelan 

wants to save its batteries for as long as possible and besides, after a 

long day of exercise, we can use the rest. At home, I often spent 

several hours lying awake in bed before I finally fell asleep. Here, I 

nod off almost the moment my head touches my sleeping bag. 

We don’t go to sleep right after stopping for the night, though. We 

take time to scavenge the forest for wood so that we can make a fire. 
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We’re far enough away from any inhabited place now that we can be 

fairly sure of not being spotted. It is still extremely warm here, even 

at night, but we need the flames to cook so that we can have at least 

one proper meal a day. And besides, the smoke does wonders for 

keeping the bugs away. 

While we wait for whatever we’re broiling to get warm or when 

we eat, we tell each other stories. It was Jamie’s idea, actually. He 

couldn’t sleep, so he asked us for a bedtime story, like the ones I 

sometimes read to him back home in Concordia City. From then on, 

we’ve been doing it every day. The stories we tell are very different, 

depending on our mood and what we experienced during the 

daytime. Yesterday, Gaelan told us such a creepy ghost story that 

even I had trouble falling asleep afterwards. I was worried about it 

being a bit much for Jamie at first, but he just soaked it up eagerly, so 

I decided it was fine. 

When Jamie falls asleep, Gaelan and I watch a review of the day’s 

news on his digital. It’s far from entertaining. Every evening, we have 

to watch more and more people get killed. 

Swim in lake: fun side of Jo 

“Do you think they feel any remorse at all?” 

It’s the sixth day out here and Gaelan and I just watched a scene 

where they wrestled a man to the ground. He was trying to protect 

the two kids behind him, both of them Deltas. I looked away before 

they put the bullet through his head. 

“I don’t know,” Gaelan replies thoughtfully. “Sometimes I think 

they must be, but then again I don’t think they could continue doing 
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their job if they were. I think they just push any thoughts of guilt they 

might be having aside and tell themselves that it will all be better for 

us later, when this is over, like the Council said.” 

“How can they believe that?” Nothing justifies murder and I’m 

sure I couldn’t live with that on my conscience, even if I thought I 

was saving mankind by doing it. 

“Actually, I can sort of understand them.” 

“What?!” Has he lost his mind? “They’re murderers!” 

“Yeah, but…, well.” He flusters, searching for words. “Maybe you 

wouldn’t understand, being from Concordia City and all –“ 

“What’s that got to do with anything?” I interrupt. 

“Well,” he says. “You’ve always had enough. You get to live where 

it’s still relatively cold, where there’s a good infrastructure and where 

there’s always enough to eat for everyone and medicine when you 

get sick. Even the lower groups live in fairly good conditions.” 

A chill goes through me. “Isn’t it like that everywhere?” They 

always told us that after the wars, when they put the new system into 

place, poverty was eliminated. We no longer had rich and poor. 

Instead, supplies were distributed evenly throughout the Northern 

Coalition, so that no one lived in luxury, but everyone had enough. 

It can’t be a lie – welfare is one of the fundamental values the 

Coalition believes in. 

Gaelan just laughs bitterly. “What did you think? With the size of 

our population and only a small percentage of fertile land left, of 

course there’s not enough for everyone. To some people in the 

southern cities, the Council’s decision must have meant new hope.” 
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“Mind you,” he adds, “the higher groups did usually have enough. 

But I guess they think that with the lower ones gone, they’ll finally 

have more.” 

I’m stunned. I thought that the Northern Coalition protected us. 

We were taught that it ensured that everyone lived in peace, welfare 

and unity. They said that the system worked. When the Council 

made the decision to kill the lower groups, my belief in the Coalition 

already started to crumble, but I thought that was an exception. I 

thought that the tribunes knew what they were doing, that they were 

able to ensure that every citizen lived good lives. Now it seems like 

even before, the Council didn’t do what I thought it did. 

“And now to perhaps the most astonishing escape so far,” the news 

announcer says, showing his perfect teeth. I hate the way he states 

this as if we were watching some type of entertainment show, not 

footage of countless innocent citizens being executed just because 

they wanted to live. 

“The government has just confirmed rumors that Joanne and James 

Delandore, children of Tribune Marcus Delandore, have been 

missing for over two weeks now.” I stare at a picture of my own face 

right behind the man with the perfect hair and teeth. Jamie looks back 

at me from behind his other shoulder. 

Gaelan and I exchange horrified glances. I knew we couldn’t expect 

our disappearance to remain quiet forever, but since it hadn’t been 

mentioned yet, I had begun to hope. 

Gaelan turns up the volume, but we both lean in closer anyway. 

(Heads almost touching, take care to breathe) 
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“It is believed that Joanne Delandore, a sixteen-year old Beta, is 

aiding her younger brother – a Delta - in his attempt to escape. 

Tribune Delandore was unavailable for comment, but the Council 

has already stated that they are looking into the matter.” 

An image of Ethan Monroe replaces the announcer. “We are 

currently still making enquiries, but I think we can safely say that 

Tribune Delandore was not involved in his children’s treason. He 

informed the Council the moment he realized they were missing. 

We’ve been keeping things quiet in an attempt to better locate the 

children without interference, but I think now the time has come to 

announce the situation to the public.” 

“I’m sure that’s why you’re doing this,” Gaelan mutters. “I’d bet 

anything that you just couldn’t keep it quiet any longer.” 

Ethan Monroe is gone again, replaced by the man with the perfect 

hair and teeth. 

“The government is currently doing everything it can to locate the 

Delandore children. Family and friends are being questioned and 

closely observed and the government advises anyone watching to 

look out for Joanne and James. Anyone with information leading to 

their capture will be rewarded.” 

The announcer continues with another topic, something about a 

power shortage I think, but I’m not really listening. I lower my head, 

burying my face in my knees. 

It goes quiet. Gaelan has turned the digital off. 

“Are you okay?” 
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“I’m fine.” I sling my arms around my knees and hug them to my 

body. 

Gaelan shifts, so that he’s sitting directly across from me. 

“Are you sure?” He brushes the hair that has fallen into my face 

back, forcing me to look at him. My skin tingles where he touches it. 

“Yeah. I just need a moment. I didn’t think he would have…” I 

don’t finish the sentence. 

“You didn’t think your father would have ratted you out right 

away?” Gaelan finishes for me. 

I nod. It hurts, more than anything has so far. My father might not 

have actively done anything to prevent Jamie’s death, but I still 

thought, or hoped, that he would be glad he was safe, somewhere 

deep down. 

“I just thought that he might not tell. I thought he still loved us, 

despite everything.” My shoulders start to shake. 

“Maybe he still does. You don’t know what his motives were.” 

“What motives could he have had, Gaelan?” I say quietly. I sit up 

straight again. “I just have to face it sometime – my father doesn’t 

give a damn shit about what happens to Jamie and me, he only cares 

about his stupid job on the Council!” My voice gets louder again. 

Jamie stirs in his sleep, but doesn’t wake up. I lower my voice; but 

the anger stays. 

“And now they’re questioning my friends back at home and since 

they’re already looking for a scapegoat, they’re going to make life hell 

for my best friend and her family! They probably already suspect that 
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she helped me. And if anything happens to her, it’s going to be my 

fault.” 

I finally start to sob. Gaelan doesn’t say anything. Instead, he 

tentatively puts his arm around my shoulders and pulls me into a 

hug. He lets me cry for as long as I need to. I don’t know how long 

we sit there. 

“I’m sorry,” I say, when I finally wipe my eyes on my sleeve. 

“Never mind.” Gaelan doesn’t look disgusted or embarrassed. His 

green eyes just find my blue ones as if he’s reassuring himself that 

I’m really fine. “Better now?” 

I nod. I really do feel much better. The crying has lifted a huge 

weight off my shoulders. “Thanks.” 

Gaelan only looks at me. “It’s not your fault, you know. None of 

this is.” 
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THIRTY-THREE 

Zoe 

 

“No!” I yell, tears streaming down my face. I bang on the door to 

our cell. “Someone help! Please, we need medicine! You’ve got to 

help her!” I scream and pound on the door, but no one comes. The 

door remains firmly shut. I slump against it, sliding towards the 

floor. “Please,” I whisper. 

Someone’s arms encircle me and pull me away from the door. It’s 

Zac. 

“Come on, Zoe, you need to get away from there. You’ll get the 

door slammed in your face if you stay.” He guides me to our spot by 

the wall. 
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“They need to help her,” I try to explain to him. Why doesn’t he 

see? 

“It’s too late for that, Zoe.” Tears are rolling down his cheeks, too. 

“No it’s not! We’ll find a doctor! They can revive her! They can give 

her meds! We need to go get help!” I get back up and walk towards 

the door again. 

“She’s dead, Zoe,” Zac whispers. “You can’t bring her back, as 

much as you might want to.” He grabs my arm and holds me back. 

“Let go of me!” I kick at him. I don’t care that everyone who is not 

either sick or huddled over in grief is watching me.  “You can’t make 

me stay! Let go!” 

“No.” 

I struggle, but Zac is much stronger than me. “Let me go.” 

“You’re only going to hurt yourself.” 

“Let me go.” 

“No.” 

I fight against him until I slump over and start sobbing so hard that 

I can hardly breathe. “She’s not dead.” 

Zac pulls me onto his lap. “I’m sorry.” 

“It’s my fault,” I choke. “I should have tried harder to save her. 

Why does everyone I love die?” I’m shaking so hard that I’m 

surprised Zac manages to keep his hold on me. 

“You couldn’t have done anything. You tried everything you could 

have. This isn’t your fault, Zoe.” He looks straight into my eyes, 

willing me to believe him. But I’m not so sure. I could have tried 

harder to make the officials care. Maybe, if Yiri had gotten medicine 
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in time… I’m at least partially responsible. I’m a murderous machine, 

killing everything in my wake. Sunburn-boy. Tasha. And now Yiri. 

I lift myself off Zac’s lap and crawl over to Yiri’s bunk. Susannah is 

sitting on the floor next to it, holding Rachelle, who’s crying into 

Susannah’s shirt. Susannah’s bun has become unraveled. I feel as if I 

should say something to them, but I don’t know how. Rachelle must 

hate me for not doing more to save her granddaughter. 

I look down at Yiri. Someone has pulled her blanket up to her chin. 

Her skin is pale and her eyes are closed. One of her hands dangles 

from the edge of the bed. She looks almost as if she were asleep. I 

stretch out a finger and gently stroke Yiri’s hand. It is cold, but not 

completely. There is still a little bit of warmth left. 

“I’m sorry, Yiri,” I whisper. “You shouldn’t have died. I should 

have done more to save you.” I realize it’s probably stupid talking to 

a dead person. It’s not like Yiri can hear me. But it feels like I owe her 

this last conversation. “Thank you for welcoming me here. And 

thank you for sharing your water bottle with me. If I ever make it out 

of here, I’m gonna go visit Fairbanks City, so I can see it for myself. 

And if I could, I would take you with me, and show you Concordia 

City, too. You could see the government buildings with me.” 

I realize Rachelle is watching me. She must think I’m nuts, talking 

to a corpse. Maybe I am. Instead, Rachelle touches my arm lightly, 

and gives me a very faint smile. Susannah has turned around and is 

talking to Zac. 

“I’m sorry,” I stutter. I need to say something to Rachelle, to make 

her understand. 
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“Yiri liked you,” Rachelle says unexpectedly. I stare at her. “She 

said you were nice.” 

My chest squeezes together, putting pressure on my heart and 

lungs. I feel it threatening to tear apart again. 

“She knew she wanted to talk to you from the day you got here. 

I’m glad you were there to make my granddaughter’s last days a little 

brighter.” 

“I should have tried to save her. I should have made them give us 

meds,” I confess. 

“We always think about what we could have done differently. I 

think it’s in our nature to blame ourselves when something bad 

happens,” Rachelle says. “That doesn’t mean it’s our fault.” 

“It doesn’t mean it isn’t, either.” 

“Maybe not. Maybe we’re all to blame a little bit. But I think it’s 

clear who is most at fault here. And none of them are in this room 

with us.” 

“I wonder if they feel any remorse,” I say bitterly. 

Rachelle gazes at Yiri’s peaceful face. “Maybe they do and maybe 

they don’t. But I doubt life as a government official is very easy right 

now, either.” 

“They don’t have to suffer in here and get slaughtered.” I don’t 

need to feel any pity for grunt-man and friends. Their lives are perfect 

compared to ours. 

“Maybe not. But there are other kinds of suffering. And they have 

family and friends they care about, too.” Rachelle’s voice is gentle. 



307 
 

“I can’t believe you’re actually defending the people who killed 

Yiri.” 

“I’m not,” Rachelle says quietly. “But I don’t think we should let 

our anger overwhelm us. In the past, that’s always how things got 

out of control.” 

 

*** 

“Are you okay?” Zac’s been asking me that constantly since it 

happened. 

“I’m fine.” Both of us know that’s not really true. But, technically 

speaking, it’s not a lie. I’m not sick and I’m still holding it together. 

At least I think I haven’t turned into a complete head-case yet. 

The room is crowded with people, but there are many faces I don’t 

recognize. They keep bringing in new people constantly. I don’t talk 

to them much. I know it’s not their fault, but it just seems like they’re 

trying to replace everyone who died. Which no one can ever do. 

Susannah has no such qualms. She bustles around, trying to make 

everyone feel as welcome as she possibly can. I smile a little. I have 

gotten to like Susannah, despite her being a little pushy at times. 

“What are you smiling about?” Zac asks curiously. 

“Nothing, really. I’m just watching Susannah attack the newbies.” 

Zac chuckles. “Poor them. They won’t know what’s hit them. You 

know she threw a guy out of his bed yesterday? Said older people 

and kids needed it more. I thought the guy was gonna hit her. But he 

just said ‘yes, ma’am’ and took a spot on the floor.” 

I can totally picture it. “Well, there’s no arguing with Susannah.” 
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“No,” Zac says thoughtfully. “I guess there isn’t.” He runs one 

hand through his dreadlocks. “But I doubt one could argue with you, 

either, if you didn’t want them, too.” 

I suddenly become uncomfortably aware of how much space there 

is between us. It’s not a lot. Ten centimeters, maybe? I’m not good at 

this guessing stuff. Jo would know, I suppose. Zac leans in closer. 

I scoot back quickly. Too quickly. “I’m sorry, I have to…”My voice 

trails of awkwardly. I can’t exactly make the I-need-to-go-to-the-

bathroom-really-really-bad excuse right now, since I just used one of 

the oh-so-wonderful pails they gave us for that purpose about five 

minutes ago. “…talk to Susannah,” I finish lamely. So much for 

pretending I didn’t notice anything. 

“No, I’m sorry.” Zac’s face is bright red beneath his freckles. “I 

should have realized you, er, didn’t want…” He trails off, 

embarrassed. He clears his throat. “Is there anyone else? Some other 

guy you had back home?” 

“Um, no. Not really.” It’s my turn to blush. Luckily, my skin’s so 

dark you don’t really see it. 

“So…” Zac plays with one of his dreadlocks nervously. “Do you 

think maybe, um, eventually?” His voice is high, but hopeful. 

“Um, I kinda doubt it, Zac.” I feel really awful. My friendship with 

Zac means a lot to me. I don’t want to hurt him. But I can’t lie to him 

either. Giving him false hope would be unfair to him, too. 

“Oh.” Zac looks away. I can tell that I’ve hurt his feelings. 

“I’m sorry,” I try to apologize. “I really do like you a lot, Zac. But 

only as friend.” This is making everything sound much worse. It’s 
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the classic, cheesy turn-down scene everyone knows from movies or 

books. 

“Look, it’s okay,” Zac says, but I can tell it’s not. “I get it, okay. If 

you don’t like me, that’s fine. And if you don’t think you ever will, I 

guess I’ll just have to get over this, then.” Drat. Now he thinks I don’t 

think he’s nice or hot or something. Maybe he thinks our whole 

friendship was a pretense. 

“Look, it’s not you, Zac.” 

“Please don’t tell me the ‘it’s not you, it’s me’ crap. I already get it, 

okay? I don’t want to see you stoop down so low as to use that cliché-

phrase.” He plasters a grin on his face, but it doesn’t look real. 

“Well, in this case it’s true!” I’m mad. I do care for him, can’t he see 

that? “It’s me, okay? I –I,” I stammer. This is incredibly hard to say. 

“I’m just not into guys, okay?” There, it’s out. 

Zac looks at me incredulously. I did it. I’ve ruined our friendship. 

I knew it was a bad idea to tell anyone. “Go ahead,” I scoff. “Take off. 

Tell me I’ve been misusing you as a friend.” 

“So you like girls, huh.” A smile is slowly spreading across Zac’s 

face. This is definitely not what I was expecting. 

“Um, yes?” I wonder where he’s going with this. 

“Oh.” He grins a real grin at me now. “I guess I can forgive you for 

the cliché-phrase then. How come you never told me?” 

I’m confused. “Wait,” I stammer. “You mean you don’t care? That 

I’m – that I’m gay?” The word feels strange on my lips. Alien. The 

term sounds weird applied to me. I mean, other people don’t think 

of themselves as heterosexual either, do they? 
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Zac leans against the wall, too, joining me. “Sure, I care. Unless you 

undergo some extreme personality-makeover, I probably won’t ever 

get you to like me. But, hey, at least I tried.” 

“But you don’t think I’m weird? That there’s something wrong 

with me?” I always thought people would think I’m weird if I told 

them. 

“I don’t think you’re weirder than anyone else is.” 

“But I like girls!” 

“So do I.” 

I roll my eyes. “You’re a guy.” 

“It’s not that different. Now, if you told me you liked chickens or 

something, that would make me seriously worried. But girls, I get it.” 

I shake my head slowly. “No one likes chickens, anyway.” 

“Actually, they do. Once, when there were still countries, there was 

this dude from China or something who actually wanted to marry 

one.” 

“Yeah,” I stretch the word out. “And there once was a girl named 

Zoe who totally believed all the crap her friend Zac told her, too.” 

“I’m serious! He was totally in love with it. He said there would 

never be another woman like it in his life.” 

I snort. “That is totally made up.” 

“I swear. Cross my heart.” 

“Whatever.” 

“So,” Zac says after a moment. “Who is it? Who do you like?” 

“What makes you think I like anybody?” I fidget with my ponytail. 
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“Oh, come on. You gotta know you like girls from somewhere. And 

you’re messing around with your hair, trying to make it look neater 

– which, by the way, isn’t working. You always do that when you’re 

nervous. Out with it. It’s not like I know anyone from Concordia 

anyway. And besides, you’re kind of breaking my heart right now, 

so I at least get to know who you’re refusing me for.” 

“Fine. It’s Joanne. She’s-“ 

“Your best friend since grade three,” Zac finishes. “You told me.” 

“I didn’t expect you to remember.” 

“Yeah, well, I kind of tried to remember the things you told me.” 

I flush. 

“So, how about it? Did Jo like you back?” I’m quiet. Embarrassed. 

I don’t want to talk about this. 

“Come on, Zoe, I want details!” he whines. 

“No. At least, I think no.” 

“You never told her?” 

“No! Of course I didn’t!” 

“Why not?” 

“You know why! She’d have thought I was weird! She’d have 

hated me!” 

“Are you sure?” 

I glare at him. “Just because you accept it, doesn’t mean other 

people will.” 

Zac sighs. “Look, Zoe, if Jo really is your best friend, I don’t think 

she’d dump you just because you liked her. And if she did, she’d be 

a pretty crappy friend.” 
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I fire up immediately. “Jo isn’t a crappy friend!” 

Zac smirks. “You’ve got it pretty bad.” 

“Shut up. And I would have been the one who ruined the 

friendship, not her. You don’t fall in love with friends.” 

“Says who? I know of plenty of people who do. My aunt and uncle 

lived next door to each other their entire lives. Well, before they 

moved in with each other, at least. My grandparents have videos of 

them in diapers.” 

“That’s different.” 

“No it’s not. And besides, what makes you so sure Jo wouldn’t like 

you back?” 

“She wouldn’t.” 

“She might. But if you don’t tell her, you’ll never find out.” 

“Well, maybe I will,” I say, dripping with sarcasm. ”Let’s wait until 

they give me a day off from picking carrots and injecting me with 

needles and then I’m just gonna stroll out of here and find Jo, who 

the whole government is looking for, if she isn’t already dead.” 

“Jeez, you’re such a pessimist. We might get out of here sometime.” 

“Yeah,” I tell him. “Once we’ve died from whatever infection 

they’ve given us and they carry or corpses out to bury them.” 

Zac is quiet after that. 
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THIRTY-FOUR 

Joanne 

 

It’s funny how time passes sometimes. You don’t notice it, not until 

something creeps along and surprises you. A break from a routine 

that has become normal. You knew it was coming, but didn’t expect 

it to be arrive so soon. But you can still enjoy the moment. 

“Happy birthday, Jamie!” 

I pull out the can of peaches from behind my back. It’s the last one. 

I saved it specifically for today. We’re no longer completely sure of 

the date since Gaelan’s digital lost power about two weeks ago, but I 

think this is the fourth of July. 

Jamie’s eyes light up. We haven’t had something this delicious in 

days. 

“Want me to open it right away?” Gaelan asks. 
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Jamie nods eagerly. It’s sad to see how little is needed to cheer him 

up nowadays. But also great to see him happy like this. 

We eat the peaches right out of the can. Syrup flows down my chin 

and I lick it off, eagerly. It tastes so good. It try not to wolf things 

down too much. 

We’re nearly always hungry now, but I don’t even notice it much 

anymore. It is just a constant ache in my stomach that accompanies 

me wherever I go. 

We’ve all lost weight, but it isn’t critical yet. We should be reaching 

Memphis City soon and then Gaelan can get new supplies. New food. 

That’s the way it always is, now. When we come across a new 

town, Jamie and I wait on the outskirts of it while Gaelan runs 

errands. It takes longer, but now that people are looking for us, we 

can’t take the shuttles anymore. I doubt the Council really has a large 

reward for anyone who catches us, but there are bound to be people 

who believe that they do. They wouldn’t hesitate to turn us in. 

I glance at Jamie. He really does look older. Older even than nine, 

actually. His skin has gotten really tan and his black hair is long and 

unruly, hanging over his forehead in a tangled mop. His mark isn’t 

visible anymore. I might try giving him a haircut soon. Or maybe just 

a trim. His body has changed, too. He may be thin, but he looks 

healthy. Weeks of trekking through the woods has made his muscles 

taunt and well trained. His skin is brown and flushed and though it 

could be a bit cleaner, he looks well. We’ve been taking care to wash 

whenever we found a stream big enough. Getting sick would be a 

disaster out here and staying clean is a way to prevent that. 
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I suppose I look much the same way. Thinner, but showing the 

extra exercise I’ve been getting. Skin darker and hair lighter from 

constantly being in the sun. Jamie has nicknamed me granny because 

my hair is so white now. The sun has bleached it even more, making 

it blonder than it ever was. It feels stringier than it used to be, but on 

the whole, it still looks presentable. I’m glad I decided to take a comb 

along. 

“That was real good,” Jamie sighs after we’ve emptied the can and 

scratched out every bit of sauce left in there. 

“Yeah,” I sigh, rubbing my stomach. “Too bad Gaelan was here and 

ate half of it all by himself. We could have had much more if it 

weren’t for him.” 

“Watch what you say,” Gaelan says threateningly. “You picked out 

nearly all the peaches before Jamie and I stood a chance.” He pokes 

me in the stomach and I poke him back, trying to ignore the shiver of 

heat that ran down my spine when he touched me. (Have Joanne slap 

him or something) 

Jamie laughs. “When is the other food gonna be finished?” 

“What other food?” I’m puzzled. A can of fruit isn’t exactly an 

elaborate birthday meal, but by now Jamie knows not to expect more. 

“It smells like smoke,” Jamie says triumphantly. “You’re cooking 

something else, right? You wanted to surprise me, but it didn’t 

work!” 

I sniff the air and realize he’s right. It does smell like smoke. 

“Did you make anything else?” I ask, looking at Gaelan. 

“No, I didn’t.” He looks as puzzled as I am. 
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I suddenly realize how quiet it is. There are no birds chirping. No 

bugs humming in the trees. I try to remember when I last saw another 

animal, apart from us. It wasn’t today. The air is eerily still, there’s 

not so much as a breeze. Something isn’t right. 

Gaelan realizes this at the same time I do. 

“Run,” he says. “Just grab what you can and run!” 

I want to ask what’s wrong when I see it. And orange glow shining 

through the trees behind us. Flickering light in the distance. It’s not 

that close yet, but the air has already gotten warmer. Fire. 

We fumble around for everything we can reach. I squash my 

sleeping back together and stuff it into my backpack, then jam the 

pack onto my shoulders. Gaelan has already finished and is helping 

Jamie. 

Then we’re up and running. Gaelan’s packs are bouncing up and 

down on his back. Jamie is panting. I follow. 

The air gets warmer and warmer and without looking back, I know 

the flames are gaining on us. I remember reading somewhere that 

wildfires can reach speeds of up to eleven kilometers per hour. 

Why didn’t we take precautions? I knew wildfires were not an 

uncommon occurrence in the south. And the last few weeks have 

been really dry and hot. It hasn’t rained in days. We should have 

stayed near water at all times. 

You can’t plan for everything, I remember Zoe saying to me before 

we left, when we were discussing what to do once we got off the ship. 

It seems like a lifetime ago. She was right. But maybe we could have 

tried harder. 
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I keep running, but it’s getting more and more difficult to breathe. 

In my mind, I see the fire as a menacing, evil creature, praying on the 

oxygen I need right now. 

In front of me, Jamie stumbles. 

“Get up!” I screech at him and pull him to his feet. “Keep going!” 

“I can’t,” Jamie pants. “I can’t breathe.” 

“Yes. Yes, you can.” I take his backpack and fling it over my 

shoulder with one strap. “Run!” 

Gaelan looks back at us, but I motion at him to keep going. Jamie’s 

breathing is ragged, but he’s running again. I’m panting, too. With 

two packs, keeping my pace is even harder, but I’m afraid of putting 

down one of them. We can’t lose the little food we have left. Or the 

sleeping bags. Or anything, really. 

The air is now thick with smoke and I cough. There must be some 

wet stuff left in the forest after all. Otherwise it wouldn’t smoke. Wet 

means that there’s water here somewhere. A lake, maybe. There was 

a lake on Gaelan’s map. We were headed for it to refill our water 

bottles and had actually wanted to reach it yesterday, but must have 

miscalculated our position on the map. Please let it be close by. Please 

let there be a lake. 

Jamie stumbles again and coughs. He doesn’t fall, but he’s no 

longer running. Just walking. 

“I can’t,” he wheezes. 

“Please, Jamie,” I’m crying and have stopped now, too. I can clearly 

see the wall of light behind us, just a few rows of trees back. Our camp 

has already been devoured by flames. 
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“I’ll take him.” Gaelan has appeared beside us. He dumps one pack 

and scoops Jamie onto his shoulders instead. Before I can thank him, 

he’s running again. I think about taking Gaelan’s second pack, but 

leave it. Deep down, I know I wouldn’t make it. I run after Gaelan, 

coughing every step now. Small patches of fire have already reached 

us and lick hungrily at my legs. I ignore them, only focused on 

running. 

Then I see it, a square of blue shimmering through the trees to my 

right. The lake. We’ve finally made it. 

“Gaelan,” I croak. He doesn’t hear me. Just keeps running 

forwards. 

“Gaelan!” I cough even more, but he heard me now. I point to the 

place I saw the lake. He nods and changes direction. 

I take off after him. The fire is almost onto us now. Maybe it was 

harebrained to run parallel to the flames instead of heading straight 

away from them. We’ve thrown ourselves right into their path. We 

won’t make it. The lake was our only choice, but we won’t make it. 

Flames lick my feet. Singe my arms. Smoke makes my eyes tear up. 

The flame wall has almost reached me. 

I hear a splash. Gaelan has made it to the lake. He and Jamie are 

safe. 

This knowledge gives me new energy. My legs move faster than 

I’d have ever thought possible. The back of my leg blisters, but I don’t 

look back. My vision tunnels on the lake in front of me. It’s only a few 

meters away. A few feet. Right before I collapse, a hand grabs mine 
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and pulls. I slam into the water and gasp for breath. The flames reach 

the shore. 

Gaelan hooks his arm under my shoulders and pulls me farther 

away from the edge of the lake, away from the fire. I finally find my 

strength again and begin kicking, propelling myself to deeper water. 

“Jamie,” I croak. 

“He’s safe,” Gaelan assures me hoarsely. His voice sounds terrible. 

He must have breathed in his share of smoke, too. And yet he still 

managed to save Jamie, as well as himself. 

“Thank you.” My words come out quiet and garbled, but I think he 

understood. I hope he knows just how grateful I am. 

He doesn’t answer, but pulls the packs from my shoulders and lets 

them sink to the sandy lake bottom. (And brushes a strand of wet hair 

out of her face. Have Joanne trace his charred…) 

“We’ll come back for them. No need to exhaust yourself carrying 

more than you have to.” 

I swim. I can see Jamie now, waiting next to some reeds. His face is 

black, smeared with soot. I want to hug him, but I don’t have the 

energy. 

“Keep going,” Gaelan pants to us. We keep paddling, until I can’t 

see the lake bottom anymore. Normally, this would scare me out of 

my wits. I know there might be snakes, alligators or some other 

horrible animals in here. But I can’t muster the strength to care. 

We finally stop, only treading water now. My clothes are dragging 

me downwards, but I won’t give in to them. Not now, after what I’ve 

risked to save my life. 
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“We made it. We’re safe,” Gaelan breathes in disbelief, echoing my 

thoughts. He is assuring us all, himself included. 

Around us, the whole forest is ablaze. 

 

That night is the worst one we’ve had so far. The fire burned itself 

out by midafternoon, leaving behind the charred corpses of trees. It 

looks like a scene from another planet, with the moon hanging above 

a landscape of blackened stumps. 

Sleep is an impossibility. We crawled back to the shore hours ago, 

but we can’t leave the lake. The ground is still too hot. We would 

burn what’s left of our shoes if we tried. 

So instead, we sit in the shallow water, shivering and coughing. I 

must really look like a granny now because my skin is so wrinkled 

and I’m trembling from exhaustion and cold. When I had just 

escaped the flames, the water had felt like the best thing in the world. 

So nice and cool. Now, it’s freezing. 

I’m worried about Jamie in particular. His teeth are chattering like 

mad and he coughs much more than Gaelan and I do. I take him onto 

my lap and try to rub some warmth into him, but it doesn’t seem to 

be having much of an effect. It’s not the birthday I wanted him to 

have. 

Gaelan retrieves the backpacks we dumped earlier and we open a 

package of dried noodles. They taste weird, all hard and dry, but I 

don’t care. Food is food, no matter what condition it’s in. 

In a way, it’s a blessing when the thunderstorm hits. It must be 

around three o’clock in the morning. Steam rises from the ground, 
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but it’s not too bad. We can finally leave the lake. Or have to leave. 

We have no choice. If lightning struck the water, we could be 

electrocuted. But it is a lack of choice I gladly accept. 

It’s not much better out on land. Rain is pouring down and every 

place where we might have found shelter has been burned away. But 

at least we are only getting hit by water, instead of being immersed 

in it. 

We had a tent, but it must have been in the bag we lost. We never 

used it much before because it would have taken too long to take it 

down and hide if someone came along. Now, it would have been a 

blessing. 

Gaelan takes out one of our dripping sleeping bags and props it 

over the burned silhouette of a sapling. We crouch underneath that. 

It doesn’t offer much protection, but it’s better than nothing. 

Jamie is the only one of us who sleeps. Nevertheless, it is not a nice 

calming rest. He fidgets and whimpers in my arms. Several times, I 

wonder if it might be kinder to wake him. 

We don’t manage to get going again the next day. The storm has 

blown over and the sun has come out again. Gaelan and I spread out 

what’s left of our supplies to dry and collapse. We too tired even to 

eat, much less find more food. We sleep through the entire day, 

waking up with horrible sunburns in the evening. There was no 

canopy of leaves left to protect us. 

 

*** 
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We have to set off the next morning. None of us feel up to it, but 

we can’t put it off any longer. We need the supplies, especially the 

food. And Jamie is still coughing and shaking. If I were at home, I 

would take him to see a doctor, but here, I can’t do that. I’m worried 

that he has gotten sick. 

By midday, it’s evident that he has. We have already been going at 

a slower pace all morning, but around noon, Jamie collapses in a huge 

coughing fit. He tells us that he can keep going, but the moment he 

takes the first step, he falls down again. He starts to cry and I wrap 

my arms around him. 

“Hush,” I soothe him. “It’s going to be okay.” 

I’m not so sure though. 

I announce a break and let Jamie sleep a bit. When I’m confident 

that he has nodded off, I put my hand to his forehead. It’s blazing. 

“He’s burning up,” I tell Gaelan, doing my best to keep calm. 

Gaelan looks worried, too. “We need to get him to the city. We’ll 

have to find a place you can stay, somewhere sheltered where no one 

will find you. And I’ll try to get him some medicine.” 

“Where are we supposed to find a place like that?” I respond 

hopelessly. I stroke Jamie’s tangled hair from his forehead. We can't 

have made it this far, only for him to die of a fever. 

“You’d be surprised what you can find,” Gaelan says darkly. “You 

already thought Charlotte City was a wreck compared to Concordia, 

but it’s nothing compared to what other southern cities look like. 

Ones that don’t have the advantage of having an important port. The 
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outskirts of those are pretty run down. We’ll find an empty house 

sooner or later.” 

I wonder whether he’s only saying that to reassure me. His tone is 

serious, though. He must be telling the truth. 

Gaelan takes out the medicine kit. There are mostly bandages in 

there, but a few pills for fever. We give those to Jamie when he wakes 

up. They are not strong, not the kind medicine he needs, but I hope 

they will help until we get something better. 

Gaelan and I take turns carrying Jamie. It slows us down, but he’s 

in no condition to walk. We had planned to reach Memphis City two 

days ago. Instead, we arrive almost four days later than we’d 

planned. Jamie is no longer fully conscious all the time. 
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THIRTY-FIVE 

Zoe 

 

We’re outside picking carrots when the sirens go off. Officials 

swoop down from the watchtowers that line the fence every few 

meters and herd us inside. I crane my neck over the crowds of people, 

but nothing looks out of the ordinary. Just the fields stretching out 

for kilometers and pines in the distance, behind the fence. The sun is 

about to set, staining the sky a bloody red. They would have made us 

go inside soon, anyway. 

Around me, people are whispering nervously. Everyone has a 

different theory for what’s going on. I can’t help but be hopeful. 

Whatever it is, it caused the officials to panic, so it’s probably good, 
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right? I spot Zac’s dreadlocks jutting over the crowd in front of me. I 

want to ask him what he thinks, but he’s too far away. 

The officials send people into random cells, as many as will fit. 

Grunt-man, who’s right behind us, keeps grunting out orders, telling 

people to walk faster or get the hell into the room. 

“But this isn’t my room,” a Delta says in a quavering voice. “How 

will I find my daughter? She’s only ten.” 

“I don’t fucking know, do I, woman? Just getcher ass in that cell!” 

It’s the least grunty reply I’ve ever heard from him. 

I revel in the chaos and follow Susannah’s auburn head into a 

room. It looks and smells exactly like ours. Only the paint on the 

walls is peeling in different places. I see Zac tying his shoe on the 

other side of the room and push my way over to him. Thank god they 

make inmates of one room work close to each other. I’m glad to see 

at least some familiar faces between all the unknown ones. Grunt-

man slams the door shut and I hear his key turn in the lock. 

“Hey,” Zac greets me, looking up. His left shoelaces are untied and 

he’s grasping his shoe in one hand. People squeeze out of his way 

while he wriggles around, trying to shrug out of it. 

“Um, Zac? Why are you taking your shoes off?” 

“Only this one,” Zac corrects me. “And you’ll see in a minute.” 

He’s finally managed to free his foot and has the shoe in one hand. 

He reaches inside and pulls out the sole. Then he takes something 

else out of the shoe, puts the sole back in and hands the object to me. 

“Hold this for a moment, will you?” He starts to put the shoe back 

on. 



326 
 

“Um, sure.” Everyone around us is staring at Zac. I am, too. The 

object he gave me looks sort of like a digital, only smaller. I wonder 

how the heck he brought it in here without it being noticed by 

scanners. Like his needle. And if he had this, why didn’t he use it 

before? Or maybe he did, and I just didn’t know about it. There 

would have been plenty of time while everyone else was sleeping. 

Susannah has walked over, too. “What is that?” She doesn’t bother 

with a greeting. “Why did you keep this from us, Zac?” 

Zac stands up. “Couldn’t risk anyone knowing about it. That 

would have been too dangerous for you or the plan.” He takes the 

digital-thing from me. 

“What plan?” someone else asks. 

Zac presses a button and the object turns on, emitting a soft glow. 

His fingers dart across the screen, typing something. “A plan to break 

us out.” 

My head is filled with questions. Who is Zac? And who is he 

working with? Everyone else looks equally confused and is talking 

all at once. Zac sticks the object in his pocket. 

I glare at him. 

“What?” 

“Are you gonna tell me what’s going on?” 

“I can’t. Not until we’re safely out of here.” 

“Why not? You know everything about me! It’s only fair that I know 

about you!” 
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Zac looks pained. “I know. And I swear, Zoe, I will tell you. I just 

can’t risk you knowing anything that might damage – damage stuff. 

If you were caught.” 

I glare at him. 

“I’ll tell you everything. I promise.” 

Susannah is listening in, looking extremely curious. And so are 

probably all the other people in this room. 

“Fine.” But he needs to know he hasn’t got off easy. “Pinky swear.” 

Zac looks amused and lifts his hand. That’s when, suddenly, 

everything goes dark. People scream. A baby’s crying. A guy is 

yelling for someone to please flip up the light switch. I think someone 

does, but nothing happens. Then there’s a bang outside and 

suddenly, it’s very quiet. A couple more shots ring in the hallway 

outside. Everyone scoots away from the door, not daring to make any 

noise. 

“You brought people with guns here?” Susannah hisses at Zac. 

“Would you rather stay locked up in here until you’re infected with 

some incurable disease?” Zac whispers back. “This was the only 

choice we had.” 

He’s right, unfortunately. But I still give a jerk every time a gun 

goes off. All I can see is my sister, lying in a pool of blood outside our 

house. The look of shock and desperation still etched on her face. 

There is a click and the emergency lights switch on. An eerie green 

glow reflects off of our faces. Zac’s freckles make him look like he’s 

got some strange disease. 
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There is the sound of screaming, shuffling feet, then voices outside. 

I can’t make out what they’re saying. Then something outside the 

door makes a scratching sound. We all shrink back even further. 

The door pops open and everyone shrieks. A figure is standing in 

the doorway, dressed all in black, right down to the combat boots. 

Normally, I’d be extremely interested to see this. The only cloth I’ve 

ever seen that isn’t white or some tan color was at museums. But at 

the moment I’m too scared to think about things like dyed clothing. I 

can’t see the person’s face. She – if she’s not a woman, then the person 

has serious waist-issues – is wearing a black hood with a letter on it. 

A W, I think, but it’s hard to tell in the sparse light. Her eyes dully 

reflect the green light from the holes in the hood. And she’s holding 

a gun, pointing it into the room with both arms outstretched, her 

hands firmly grasping the grip. 

The person next to me tries to hide behind my back. Fat lot of good 

that’s gonna do her if the woman decides to shoot us. There’s only 

one way out of the room, and she’s blocking it. My heart beats so 

loudly I’m surprised she hasn’t singled me out yet. 

“You in here, Zac?” she asks, lowering the gun when she sees us 

inside. 

“Amber?” 

“Yup.” Her gaze searches the room until she’s found him. She 

reaches into a pocket and finds a black cloth something, which she 

throws to him. Zac shakes it out and pulls it on. It’s an identical hood 

to the one the woman – or girl, since she doesn’t sound much older 



329 
 

than me - is wearing. No one in the room makes a sound, not even to 

breathe. 

“Well, what are you freakin waiting for?” the girl – Amber – snaps. 

“Move! We’re here to rescue you, but that’s kinda hard if you don’t 

lift your butts of the ground.” 

She turns to Zac. “Sorry, but I don’t have a spare gun on me. You 

might have to take one from one of the guys we shot down.” She 

sounds apologetic. I try not to gag at what her words imply. 

Amber walks out of the room. A few people get up hesitantly, then 

look at Zac for reassurance. Zac nods at them. His hood makes him 

look creepy. The dreadlocks puff it out, making it look like there are 

snakes underneath it. Like the lady in that ancient myth. What was 

her name again? Medea? No, that was a different one. But similar. 

Med- something. 

Hesitantly, people get up and follow Amber into the hallway. 

“You get them out and get a gun on the way, if you can,” she orders 

Zac. “I needa get the rest of them. Cliff’s taken the first group already, 

maybe y’all can meet up with them. We sent you the coordinates of 

the jet. You can come help once you’re finished.” 

Zac checks his mini-digital while Amber strides to the next door 

and uses a piece of wire to fiddle with the lock. 

“Come on,” he says grimly, pointing down the hall. “This way.” 

We jog after him, trying our best to stay in a pack. No one wants to 

be left on their own. Susannah runs next to me, her bun bobbing up 

and down. As we turn around a corner, I see a dead official lying on 

the ground. His head is tilted at an unnatural angle. I quickly look 
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away, trying to banish Tasha’s image from my mind. I can hear Zac’s 

joints crack as he squats down. He must be trying to pry the gun from 

the dead official’s fingers. 

“Let’s hurry,” Zac says. “And try to be as quiet as possible.” 

Talk about superfluous information. Nobody here has said a word 

since we left our room. I doubt anyone would start talking now. 

We follow Zac down corridors, through glass doors, around 

corners. It seems to be taking forever. Coming inside from the fields 

never took this long, did it? Although we’re probably going to a 

different part of the building. We see several more dead officials, but 

also dead black clothed people lying in the hallways. Most of the 

doors are open, showing empty cells. They must have gotten a lot of 

people out already. 

I find myself panting at the quick pace Zac is setting. I have no 

stamina anymore. We’ve had so little exercise and barely enough 

food, so that’s no wonder. 

Suddenly, the group comes to a halt. I wonder what’s wrong, why 

we’ve stopped, when I hear it. Footsteps echoing in the corridor. 

Coming towards us. They sound fast. Whoever it is sure is in a hurry 

to get here. They’re running. 

“Run.” Zac’s voice trembles. “Just run, find a room, hide.” He grips 

the stolen gun more tightly and stretches his hands out in front of 

him. “What are you waiting for? Go!” 

My legs stay rooted to the spot. I don’t want to leave Zac here, all 

on his own. He’ll never be able to fight people off by himself. Not that 
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I’ll me much of a help, unarmed. But still. Maybe moral support will 

help. Or a distraction. I’m good at distracting people. 

“Zac?” I say. 

“Go, Zoe!” He is angry. The first people have already dived into 

the closest rooms, out of the way. 

“I can’t leave you here!” 

“I’ll follow as soon as everyone is safely away. Provide cover while 

I can. Now go!” 

Susannah grabs my arm and pulls me along before I can protest. 

My feet adjust themselves to her rhythm. I fly alongside her, away 

from the footfalls, to the closest door. It’s closed, but I pray it is 

unlocked, because otherwise we’re dead. We no longer have the time 

to reach the closest open ones, unless the running people break their 

legs on the way here, or something. But we have no such luck. 

A terrifying, loud pop rings out. The people still in the corridor 

scream. Despite myself, I turn, trying to see what’s behind us. 

Officials have turned around the corner. At least six of them. All 

carrying rifles. Zac is holding his gun, trying to get a clear shot. 

Susannah grabs my arm again and pulls me forward. We’ve only 

got about one more meter to go. A bullet whistles past me. She pulled 

me out of the way not a moment too soon. I try not to imagine myself 

on the cold tile floor, looking like Tasha or that dead official. 

Adrenaline surges through my body, giving me the strength to push 

through those last few steps. Susannah fiddles with the doorknob, 

hands shaking. I’m terrified. What if it doesn’t open? I reach for the 

knob, too, trying to help her with it. 
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The door opens at the last second. We all stampede inside. The last 

person slams the door shut. We’re in another cell, just like ours. I 

realize our mistake one second too late. There is no way out of here. 

We’re trapped. 
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THIRTY-SIX 

Joanne 

 

Gaelan was right. We have no trouble finding an empty house to 

stay in. In this part of Memphis City, empty houses seem to be a 

common occurrence. If someone had shown me a picture of this 

neighborhood some months before, I would never have believed that 

it had been taken now. The neighborhood looks much older. It 

reminds me of photographs of twenty-first century Earth in our 

history book. The houses are gray, like the ones at home, but they 

don’t look alike. Some of them must have been built before others. 

Parts of them are crumbling. Graffiti is sprayed onto the walls. I 

wonder how the artists got the paint. Graffiti is wasteful. It would 

never have been allowed. 
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Many houses have boarded up or broken windows. It doesn’t look 

as if anyone lives here at all. I wonder if this is what Gaelan meant 

when he told me that the lower groups lived in much worse 

conditions than the higher ones here. This doesn’t look like a 

neighborhood where I’d want to stay, much less live. 

I wait in a narrow alley, crouched behind a red brick wall that must 

have been built ages ago. We don’t use bricks anymore. Jamie’s 

breaths rattle into my ear. The wind rakes across the streets. It blows 

leaves in my direction. They make a skittering sound as they bounce 

off the pavement. Somehow, that makes the area even more desolate. 

It takes ages for Gaelan to return. At least it seems that way to me. 

My muscles have cramped from holding Jamie and staying crouched 

behind the wall. 

Gaelan’s footsteps finally announce that he’s back. I peek over the 

bricks to reassure myself that it’s really him. Not that I would have 

been able to do much if it had been someone else. With Jamie to carry, 

I wouldn’t have been fast enough to run away or find a different place 

to hide. 

“Did you find anything?”  

Gaelan nods. “It’s still in a pretty good condition. I went through 

the house and it definitely looks empty. No personal belongings 

anywhere. I think it’s safe.” 

I pick up Jamie again and follow Gaelan. We make our way 

through a maze of roads, taking care to stay hidden in the shadows 

of the houses around us. This place might look deserted, but who 

knows? 
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The house Gaelan leads us to is in a little better condition than the 

ones I saw when we first entered Memphis City. The windows are all 

intact and the small strip of grass in front of it looks like it has been 

well cared for until recently. I gulp, considering what that probably 

means for the previous inhabitants. 

Gaelan opens the door and ushers us inside. I step through a short 

hallway and into what must be the living room. There’s a blank tele-

screen on the wall. There’s no furniture, though. Of course there isn’t. 

It would be picked up and issued to someone else once no one lived 

here anymore. They sometimes do this in Concordia City, too, 

usually when an elderly couple passes away, leaving their home 

empty. Only most of the time, a new family gets the whole house, so 

they don’t bother moving the furniture. Living space in the capital is 

much sought-after.  

I balance Jamie’s head on my knee and open the backpack next to 

my other side. I pull out my sleeping bag and settle my brother into 

it. He looks even smaller in the empty room. 

I take in my surroundings more closely. The house’s layout seems 

similar to ours back home, but it must be much older. There is an 

empty fireplace a few feet from the tele-screen. I’ve only seen one of 

those in movies. They’re completely unnecessary now. It doesn’t get 

cold enough for the need of so much extra warmth, especially this far 

south. And having a real fire indoors is dangerous. I shudder, 

remembering the flames licking at my legs, devouring everything 

behind me. My right calf is still covered in blisters. It hurts, but seems 
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insignificant in the wake of Jamie’s illness. (Have Gaelan and Joanne 

hug goodbye?) 

 

Once Gaelan is gone, I explore the house on my own. I follow the 

banister upstairs, but there is nothing useful there, either. The 

bedrooms are just as empty as the living room below. I debate 

moving Jamie up here, but decide against it. If we do need to leave in 

a hurry, those few spare seconds might be the ones that make the 

difference between escape and capture. 

I find the bathroom and turn the tap on the sink, but no water 

comes out. I try again in the shower, but nothing. I didn’t really 

expect it to work, since it would be a huge waste to keep an empty 

house connected to the water network. I can’t help being 

disappointed, though. We’ve still got water from the lake, when we 

filled up the bottles for the last time, but it’s just enough to drink. It 

would have been nice to take a real shower again, or to properly wash 

our clothes. They aren’t even white anymore, more of a muddy gray. 

I return downstairs and start spreading out what’s in our packs. I 

clean everything as best as I can, reorganize things and pack them 

again. I check on Jamie and go back to pacing around the house. 

 

It’s getting dark and there’s still no sign of Gaelan. When we 

waited outside the other cities for him to return, he was often gone 

for over a day, but this is different. We’re already in the city, for one 

thing. He can spare the time he normally needs to walk out of and 

back through the woods. And he promised he would hurry. He 
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would only be getting the most important things, just enough food 

for now and Jamie’s medicine. Why isn’t he back yet? 

Jamie moans and I hurry back over to him and grasp his hot little 

hand. It reminds me of when he was a baby. He was always snatching 

at my fingers then and giggling when he caught them. 

“Jo?” his voice is cracked, but he’s awake. 

“Sh, it’s okay, I’m here.” I squeeze his hand. Jamie squeezes back, 

but the pressure is barely there. He’s getting weaker. “How do you 

feel?” 

“I’m cold.” His teeth are chattering and he’s crying. 

“I’ll get you more blankets,” I tell him and stuff another sleeping 

bag around him. He feels like he’s burning up to me – how can he be 

cold? I wish Gaelan would hurry up and come back. 

Jamie continues to shake. His eyes are filled with fear and his voice 

is quiet, weak. A small whisper. “Am I going to die?” 

“No,” I say, but my reply is shaky. “Gaelan is bringing you 

medicine and then you’ll get better again. Nobody dies from fever.” 

Jamie doesn’t answer and I realize that he has gone back to sleep. 

The grip on my hand has become even weaker. He’s tossing and 

turning, muttering things I can’t understand. 

I look through the window, out into darkness. There are a few 

lights in the distance. The city. There is still no sign of Gaelan. Maybe 

something happened to him and he got held up. I glance and Jamie’s 

whimpering form and make a decision. I can’t leave things to chance. 

I don’t know where Gaelan is, but I’ve given him enough time. Jamie 

needs medicine now. 
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I take Jamie’s backpack – the smallest – and empty it except for a 

bottle of water, a pack of dried fruit and a knife. Then I change into 

the cleanest and least frayed shirt and pair of shorts I can find. They 

don’t look marvelous, but from the distance, I doubt anyone will 

notice. I brush my hair and pull it into a ponytail. I grab a flashlight, 

too, but keep that in my hand. Last, I bend down next to Jamie and 

press my lips to his forehead. 

“I’ll be back soon,” I whisper. I hope that he won’t wake up and 

notice that I’m gone. I hate leaving him here all vulnerable, but I don’t 

have a choice. Jamie needs that medicine. 

I leave the house and follow the street towards the lights. The 

leaves crunch beneath my feet. The crunching gets less and less the 

farther I get away from the woods, though. Several times, I think I 

hear something and shrink into the shadows, but I don’t see anyone. 

The houses and buildings around me begin to look nicer and I can 

see the first lights on in living rooms. There are families sitting 

together at the dinner table, laughing and joking. I feel a pang of 

longing. It’s been so long since my family sat together like that. Since 

my mother died, we still had our meals together, but laughter was 

scarce. Jamie has never known family dinners like these. The closest 

we got were the times when my father wasn’t home and Zoe stayed 

over. 

I pass a shuttle station, but don’t stop. I stroll past purposefully, as 

if I have a clue where I’m going. I can’t take a shuttle because people 

might recognize me if I give them the opportunity to stare at me for 

too long. I’m lucky it’s dark because I do pass a couple of people on 
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the streets. I nod at them and they nod at me. They don’t notice 

anything. Either they don’t see my face well in the darkness or I’ve 

changed so much during the past month that they don’t recognize 

me. Or they’ve forgotten about me – maybe the story of a tribune’s 

escaped children is not interesting enough for most people to 

remember it. I don’t know how often we’ve been on the news now. 

Since Gaelan’s digital stopped working, we’ve no longer been able to 

keep up on what is being said about us. 

The night air is moist and sticky. I must have come a few kilometers 

by now, but the only buildings I’ve passed are family homes. I need 

to find my way to a medical facility. In Concordia City, each district 

is laid out much the same way and I’d be able to find my way without 

having been everywhere before. However, I’ve long since learned 

that it’s different here on the mainland. These cities have existed 

much longer and they weren’t planned. They grew and new 

buildings just sprung up where there was space left. There’s no 

logical way to deduct where the hospital is. I’ll have to ask someone 

and hope they don’t get to suspicious. Only a stranger wouldn’t 

know something like that. 

I walk until I find the nearest shuttle station. There are two people 

waiting there, a man and a woman. They’re both Gammas. The man 

looks about my father’s age and the woman is old, at least seventy, 

I’d say. I decide on the woman. Old people are usually easier to take 

in. They don’t expect a lie when you talk to them. I straighten my 

shoulders and walk to the station. 

“I’m sorry, could you tell me where the hospital is?” I ask the lady. 



340 
 

She looks up at me and smiles. “Of course. Just take the shuttle 

going in direction of district 35 and it’s about a two minute walk from 

the third or fourth station.” 

“Thanks,” I smile. “But I’m kind of enjoying the night air – is it far 

if I went on foot?” 

The woman is about to answer, but the man interrupts. I suspect 

he has been listening in on our conversation the whole time. 

“Have I seen you somewhere before?” He looks at me suspiciously. 

My heart pounds. “Um, no, I don’t think so. My family only moved 

here today and I’m supposed to start an internship at the hospital 

tomorrow. I wanted to get to know my way around.” 

“Betas don’t live in this area,” the man says. 

“My parents are Gammas,” I lie defensively. 

“Never mind him,” the lady says. “He acts that grumpy around 

everyone. If you want to get to the hospital you just have to follow 

this road and take a right after two crossings. And then you only have 

to walk straight down that road until you reach a small court, take a 

left and you’ll get there. It’ll probably take you at least half an hour, 

though.” 

“That’s okay. I want to get to know the region. Thank you.” 

“You’re welcome,” she says. 

“If you wanted to get to know the area, why didn’t you check on 

your digital?” the man asks. “Helen, you should be more careful 

about who you talk to. I know I’ve seen her before! There’s something 

fishy going on here!” He glares at me. 
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“I’m sorry, I really just want to get to know my way around,” I say 

politely. “I’d better get going.” 

“Thanks again,” I add, speaking to Helen. 

I turn and walk away, following the road like she told me. I have 

to get away from here. 

The man is saying something to Helen in protest, but I don’t wait 

to hear it. I walk down the street as fast as I dare. I want to sprint and 

run away as fast as I can, but that will only confirm that he’s right. 

He knew he recognized me from the beginning. I pray that he doesn’t 

find out why. I shouldn’t have risked it. I would have found the 

hospital on my own sooner or later. 

Once I’m out of their sight, I run down the first lane I see, away 

from the shuttle station. I’m still heading in the general direction of 

the hospital, but I don’t take the way Helen told me. Maybe I’m 

paranoid, but I don’t trust the man. He might be coming after me. 

At least I’ve already put some distance between myself and the 

house Jamie is in. Hopefully, they won’t search it, even if I am caught. 

I run down streets in a weird path, as if I were in a maze. I hope 

that I’m still heading in the right direction, but I think I am. I slow 

down again when I’ve left the shuttle station safely behind. There’s 

no need to draw even more attention to myself. 

My knees are shaking, but I continue walking. All I have to do is 

remind myself of Jamie, shivering in the sleeping bag and asking me 

if he is going to die. It keeps me going. 

It takes me more than half an hour to reach the hospital, but I do. 

It looks exactly like the one at home. Now I only have to find the place 
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where they store the medicine, steal some, and make it back to our 

house without being caught. It sounds impossible when I think of it 

like that, but I have to try. I look around for any officials before I step 

into the open, but I don’t see any. Maybe the man was just being 

unfriendly and didn’t recognize me after all. 

The hospital doors are right in front of me, but I don’t enter. If the 

man thought I seemed familiar, the people in the reception area 

might, too. I need to see if there’s a back way in. 

Halfway around the building, I get lucky. There’s a small side door. 

“Fire exit” it reads. I try it and it opens. 

I’m in a narrow, white corridor with doors going off to the sides. It 

is lit by the same green emergency lights as the Triton was. There is 

no one here. Maybe it’s not that unusual at this time of night, but I 

still need to be careful. Someone could be coming any minute and 

there’s nowhere to hide. 

I pad down the hall as quietly as I can. My shoes are so worn that 

there’s no need to take them off this time. It wouldn’t make much of 

a difference. Still, every step I take seems much too loud to me. 

I don’t have a clue where to start. The building is huge. Should I 

just start pulling doors open randomly and see what they lead to? 

Then, as I look more closely, I see that there are small white strips in 

slots on top of the door frame. “26” the closest one reads. I haven’t 

been in a hospital since my mother’s death. When we had the chance 

to do internships there or in science laboratories at Concordia 

University during last summer’s practical weeks, I chose the science 

lab without hesitation. I didn’t want to be reminded of the last time 
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I’d been at the hospital. Maybe now, it would be good if I had chosen 

differently. I might know my way around. Nevertheless, I’m pretty 

sure these are ward numbers. They won’t be storing medicine here. 

I slip around the corner. There’s a staircase leading upstairs, but I 

stay on the ground floor. Experience tells me that important rooms 

everyone uses are usually there. Surely the doctors would want their 

medical supplies in a place everyone can easily reach. 

There’s a shuffle of footsteps coming from the stairs. I don’t think, 

just thrust open the closest door and dive inside. Luckily, the room 

seems to be empty. None of the three beds are occupied. I crawl 

underneath the closest one. I’m shaking. 

The footsteps pass the door. Apparently, no one saw me. I wait for 

a few minutes I crawl out again. I’m about to turn the doorknob when 

I see it. It’s small, but there’s a plastic sign tacked next to the door 

frame. A flight plan. A long green arrow shows where to run in case 

of an emergency. But I’m not interested in that. The plan only shows 

this floor of the hospital, but it is enough. A few centimeters away 

from the red dot marking my position next to the number 18 are small 

rectangles labelled “labs”. And next to those “med. storage”. Medical 

storage – that is where I want to go. I memorize the path I need to 

take and leave the room. Straight, left, right, right. It is astonishingly 

easy. 

I pull open the door, slowly at first but faster when I don’t hear 

shouts of surprise coming from behind it. I slip inside. Rows and 

rows of shelves greet my eyes, full of white containers in all kinds of 

different sizes. I start looking at the nearest ones. They’re labelled 
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meticulously, but most of the words don’t mean anything to me. 

Chlorophytalline, the small bottle I pick up first reads. What the hell 

is that supposed to be? I go on, fighting off panic. Some drugs here 

ring a bell, but how am I supposed to find something for fever here? 

I sort through more bottles and packages. “Cephalosporin”. I 

recognize that one from biology lessons. It’s a type of antibiotic. I 

don’t know if it is effective against fever, but maybe I should just take 

what I can and worry about what I can actually use later. The bottle 

goes into my backpack. I find more things, including the fever pills 

that were in our medical pack and some of that disgusting fever juice 

I remember my parents making me swallow when I was a child. 

Those go into my backpack, too. There is a tube of something that 

kindly says on the packaging what it’s good for: treats minor burns. 

I don’t know if the blisters on my leg are minor, but I pocket it 

anyway. 

The backpack is soon filled with packets, tubes and bottles of 

medicine with strange sounding names. I don’t know if any of it is 

what Jamie would ideally need, but I can’t stay here forever. I’ll just 

have to try to treat him with this stuff. The worst that can happen is 

that he won’t respond to it, but taking medicine he doesn’t need 

won’t kill him. Not taking any at all might. 

When the backpack is bulging and won’t hold anymore, I pull the 

zippers shut and yank it over one shoulder. It’s heavy, but after 

carrying my pack and Jamie for the past day, it will be a treat. 

I open the door. When I step out, hands clasp around my wrists 

and mouth.  
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THIRTY-SEVEN 

Zoe 

 

A wail escapes the room as the others realize our predicament as 

well. My heart thunders, my throat is dry. I’m about to die, but it 

doesn’t feel that way. I feel very much alive. The fact that I might no 

longer be breathing a few minutes from now feels very surreal. 

“Maybe they won’t kill us,” a girl my age whispers hopefully. 

“They can just lock us back up, right?” 

I desperately want to believe that, but I’m not so sure. “If they think 

we could leak any information about them to whoever is trying to 

free us, they might,” I find myself saying. When did I become this 

pessimistic? 
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People start screaming again when more shots ring outside. Was 

that Zac? 

Susannah glares at me. “Did you have to start more of a panic?” 

I shrug. It doesn’t really matter. We’re gonna die anyway. Just 

when we were so close to getting away. I didn’t realize how much I 

wanted freedom, not until it was taken away from right under my 

nose. I press myself against the wall, as far away from the door as 

possible, and try to stop myself from shaking. In my mind, I pull up 

all the faces of people I care about. Family and friends. If I’m gonna 

die, I at least want to see them one last time. 

The door opens. I look up, but it’s not Zac. The first shots enter the 

room, hitting people at random. People scream and scream and 

scream. I don’t. The air has been sucked straight out of my lungs. A 

hand grabs my arm and yanks me to the floor. My head slams against 

the cold tile. 

“You’re dead, you understand?” Susannah hisses from the floor 

next to me. “Whatever you do, don’t move.” 

I’m unable to move. I’m paralyzed with fear. I see Tasha’s face in 

my mind, head at an awkward angle. I am about to join her, but I 

don’t want to. I want to live, want to see Jo and my family again. Or 

even stay in this facility for the rest of my life, even if that’s only a 

few weeks. As long as I don’t die now. 

More shots ring out, people scream for their parents. Something 

slams onto the floor next to me. A hand touches mine. It’s warm, but 

unmoving. I fight the reflex to gag. 
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I feel blood seeping from the floor into my shirt. I don’t know if it’s 

mine or someone else’s. I can’t tell if I’m in pain. That part of my brain 

has shut down. All I know now is extreme terror. 

I don’t know how long I lay there for. My cheek is frozen onto the 

ground. My stare is glassy. I don’t dare to move. The room has gone 

quiet, footsteps have gone. There are no more screams. I wonder if 

this is what being dead feels like. To be frozen in terror for the rest of 

eternity. Something warm and heavy is crushing my legs. I think it’s 

another body, but I can’t look. 

“Zoe?” There is someone next to me, tapping my shoulder. “Zoe, 

we have to go.” I don’t move. It’s a trick. “Zoe, it’s Susannah.” I try 

not to breathe, to give myself away. 

“Zoe!” A hand slaps across my face. “Zoe, get up!” She’s still 

whispering, as loudly as she dares to. She grabs me by the arms and 

starts to pull me upright. My legs slide out from underneath 

whatever is blocking them. 

I start shaking violently. I know that’s bad. People will see I’m 

alive. I try to stop, but I forgot how to control my muscles. 

“The officials are gone, get up!” 

She pulls me to my feet, drags me along. I follow, because that’s 

what my motorized brain is making me do. I’m still in a daze. There 

are lumpy shapes on the floor around us. One of them stares directly 

at me, a round, bloody hole above her eyes. Tasha.  

Susannah pulls me along, out of the room. No one is following us. 

I wonder where all the others went. She drags me along, through the 

corridor. More shapes are strewn on the ground. The green lights 
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flicker on and off. Somebody should tell the people here they’re 

broken. Susannah makes me move very far. I wonder how she knows 

where she’s going. We’re going back the way we came from. I don’t 

think that can be right, but I don’t say anything. Susannah will be 

mad at me if I tell her she’s wrong. 

There’s red stuff all over my shirt. I think it might be blood, but I 

don’t feel hurt. It must not be blood after all. (Describe more walking 

in the halls) 

After a long time, Susannah pulls me into another room. I cringe. I 

don’t know why, but going into a room without a way out is a bad 

idea. The emergency lights are still flickering as Susannah shuts the 

door behind us. 

We’re in one of the labs. The moon shines in through the window 

(in the other lab, the window was a skylight. Either explain or 

change), joining the faint green emergency lights in lighting up 

empty countertops. It illuminates a pair of silver tweezers in one of 

the glass vitrines, making it look even creepier than it normally 

would. I don’t want to be in here. The doctor is going to stick more 

needles in my arm, inject me with bad things. Yiri got sick because of 

the doctor. I tug Susannah’s shirt, want to tell her I can’t stay here, 

but no words come out. Our reflections stare back at us from the door 

of the glass cabinet. Susannah’s bun has become undone again, and 

she looks scared. I want to comfort her, to tell her not to worry. 

Susannah grabs her face and makes me look at her. “Look, Zoe, I’m 

going to try to block the door. Can you open the window?” 
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I nod. I can do that, if Susannah thinks that’s important. I wonder 

why she wants me to. We’re not allowed to leave the building by 

ourselves. I don’t think we’re allowed to be in the lab, either. I don’t 

tell Susannah that, though. I think being here makes her less scared. 

I want to help her be less scared. 

I fumble with the latch on the window, trying to pull it up. That 

doesn’t work, so I try pushing it down instead. It won’t move that 

way, either. I start to shake. Susannah will be mad at me. I have to 

tell her it’s not my fault. Someone doesn’t want us to leave. I wonder 

why. We only want to go outside. 

I turn around to tell Susannah. She is doing something strange, 

wedging the doctor’s chair beneath the door handle. The doctor will 

be mad. She won’t be able to get in that way. Tasha showed me how 

to do that in our room. We would push a chair in front of the door to 

keep Zack out. He’d get really mad and go tell our parents. They told 

Tasha she wasn’t allowed to push a chair in front of our door. I wish 

Tasha, Zack and my parents were here, now. They would know how 

to open the window. 

“Zoe?” Susannah is staring at me. “Couldn’t you open the 

window?” 

I want to answer her, but no words come out. Susannah comes over 

and starts pulling at the latch herself. How stupid. I already tried that, 

and it is locked shut. 

“Dang,” Susannah mutters under her breath. I want to tell her that 

cursing won’t help and that she shouldn’t say “dang”. 
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She looks around the room. Maybe she wants a different window, 

but there isn’t one. I wonder why she doesn’t see that. 

Susannah walks over to one of the lab tables and takes one of the 

smaller microscopes. She carries it over to us. I wonder what she 

wants to use it for. 

“Move out of the way, Zoe.” 

I step back a few steps, wondering what she is doing. She climbs 

onto the counter, wraps one of her hands in her read shirt, and grabs 

the microscope. She slams it into the window and the glass shatters, 

spraying into all directions. 

I scream. I don’t like the crashing sound. 

“Be quiet, Zoe!” Susannah snaps at me. I stop screaming. Susannah 

hasn’t yelled at me before. She beats at the window again and again, 

until glass shards are all around her. The doctor will be mad that 

we’ve messed up her lab. Susannah dumps the microscope on her 

side. 

“Come on, Zoe.” She helps me up onto the counter. “We need to 

climb out the window.” 

I look out, into the darkness outside. The moon is only lighting it 

up a little bit. It isn’t very full. There is a bush outside the window. 

It’s part of a hedge surrounding this part of the building. I can’t jump 

onto a hedge. 

“Come on, Zoe,” Susannah coaxes me. “I’ll help you out, and you 

can wait for me behind the boxwood and then I’ll join you. Okay?” 
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I nod. I don’t want to go outside, but if Susannah thinks it’s 

important, I’ll do it. I’ve already broken a lot of rules they have here, 

anyway. I’m going to be punished no matter what. 

Susannah grabs me under my armpits and helps me lower myself 

out the hole she made in the window. One of the glass shards still 

sticking out from the frame is cutting into my leg, but I don’t scream. 

Susannah was mad when I screamed before. I crouch down behind 

the bush like Susannah told me to and wait for her. She jumps out of 

the window, landing softly in the mulch. She throws a fearful glance 

over her shoulder. 

“Come on,” she crawls forward, leading the way. “We have to get 

away from here.” I follow her, ducked behind the hedge. It’s like a 

game, when you don’t want anyone to see you. Every now and then, 

Susannah makes us stop, so she can peer through the hedge. I wonder 

what she is looking for. I want to see, too, but Susannah says “no”, so 

I don’t. 

Once, there is a bang inside the building and I freeze, but Susannah 

says it’s nothing and makes me go on. My legs are getting really dirty. 

And my shirt is nasty and sticking to my back. I wonder what the red 

stuff is. I want to ask, but I can’t talk. I think Susannah would be mad 

at me if I did, anyway. She says we have to be very quiet. 

I follow her, wondering where she’s going. I wonder if my parents 

are waiting for me there. 

Finally, she says we can get up now, and she tells me to run. I get 

on my feet, pumping them to make myself move after her. There are 

people in white uniforms shouting and shooting at us. People in 
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black are shooting back at them. They are standing in front of a small 

plane shouting at us, too. 

I want to freeze, but Susannah pulls me after her. She’s running in 

zigzags. I follow her, until we reach the plane. A hand reaches for me 

and pulls us both up a ramp that’s leading inside. The black people 

follow us, still shooting. The ramp makes a whirring sound and starts 

moving upwards. 

“Cliff isn’t back yet,” a girl says. 

“Doesn’t matter. Start the jet anyway,” another black-clothes 

person says. “He’ll never make it, not now that they’ve brought 

reinforcements in. We’ve waited as long as we can. The others 

thought we were crazy anyway, not leaving with them earlier.” 

The girl gulps, but pushes her way to the cockpit. There are a lot of 

weird dials inside it. I can see it from where we are because the door’s 

open. And we’re right in front of it. There are a lot of people on the 

plane. We don’t even have seats. A lot of people in the back have 

seats, but not all of them do. There are a lot of people on the floor, 

too. 

I can hear more people shooting outside. I jump every time it 

happens. Susannah is still holding my hand, squeezing it. 

“It’s okay.” She says it over and over again. 

“You made it out, Zoe. You’re safe.” 
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THIRTY-EIGHT 

Joanne 

 

I don’t even have the chance to scream. The hand on my mouth is 

hard and I swallow, tasting bile. 

There are three officials here, two of them holding me. 

“Well, Joanne, how nice of you to join us.” The woman who says it 

uses a sickly sweet voice. I had an English teacher like that in grade 

two. Whenever she used that tone, her students knew that they had 

done something wrong and could expect the according grade. 

She waves her hand, signaling something to the rest of her team. 

She must be the one in charge. 
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They drag me across the hall, into a room with only a desk and 

chair inside. There’s a white haired Alpha in a lab coat standing next 

to it, watching us with wide eyes. 

The officials and Alpha squeeze into it and close the door. 

“Uncover her mouth,” the woman orders. The man holding it shut 

releases me, but the one holding my hands doesn’t. 

“Where’s your brother, Joanne?” she asks in that sickly sweet voice 

again. 

“I don’t know who you’re talking about,” I say brusquely. “My 

name’s Sarah, not Joanne. And I don’t have a brother.” The chance 

that I can lie my way out of this is slim, but I can try. 

The woman clicks her tongue impatiently. “Don’t pretend. We 

know who you are. Pretty stupid of you to tell someone right where 

you were headed, too. I would have expected more from a Beta.” 

The man at the shuttle station must have realized who I was after 

all. And ratted me out. I kick myself inwardly for being so careless. 

Jamie needed me, and I let him down. 

“Why haven’t you killed me yet, then?” I fire back. “The way you 

do all those other people who try to stop you from murdering 

innocent people!” 

“Oh, don’t worry.” Her calm demeanor is even creepier than the 

sickly sweet voice. “We’ll kill you when the time is right. But I think 

it would be much better if we left you alive long enough for you to 

tell us where your brother is. Then we can kill you together, in front 

of the cameras. To stop other people from getting similar ideas. We 

can’t have people fighting against what the Northern Coalition 
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stands for.” She has slowly moved her face closer to mine and smiles 

at me. 

“The Northern Coalition doesn’t stand for murder.” My tone is 

harsh. Provoking her may prove to be stupid, but it gives me a feeling 

of deep satisfaction. 

“Oh, Joanne.” She gives a tinkling laugh. “You’ve got to learn the 

difference between murder and sacrifice.” 

“I think I know enough to realize what murder is when I see it.” I 

look straight into her eyes, but she remains unfazed. The official to 

her left and the Alpha in the lab coat have the decency to look away, 

though. Cowards. 

“Tell me where your brother is,” she says again, her voice suddenly 

harsh. 

“He didn’t make it. He died.” Tears spring into my eyes. Jamie 

might as well be dead. My only hope now is that Gaelan did make it 

back with medicine after all and has the sense to flee with my brother 

before they start searching the neighborhood. 

“Don’t give me that rubbish,” she snaps. “You wouldn’t have been 

plundering the hospital if you didn’t need medication for someone. 

What happened – is James not quite up to the hazards of your 

journey?” 

“The medicine’s for me.” She’s lucky the other official is restraining 

me. Otherwise my hands would be around her throat right now. 

How dare she be so complacent when Jamie is depending on me? 

Jamie was so brave the whole time. I would like to have seen how she 

would have handled that fire. Pleasure washes over me as I imagine 
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her screams as the flames engulf her. Then I feel guilty – I shouldn’t 

be thinking such things. I don’t want to be as cruel as my captors. But 

then again, thinking something and actually doing it are two very 

different things. 

“As if you would risk your life for that. You seem fine to me. Where 

is your brother?” Spit flies from her mouth. I’m glad. Making her 

angry gives me a feeling of power. “Tell me where he is.” 

“No.” 

She slaps me across the face. It stings. 

“Officer Marsh!” It’s the Alpha speaking. I’m surprised. After 

knowing what she is capable of, what kind of system she supports, 

her hitting me shouldn’t be much of a shock to him. 

“Keep out of this, Doctor.” She doesn’t take her eyes off me for one 

moment. “It was kind of you to offer us your office, but this is in my 

hands now.” 

The Alpha doesn’t look happy about this, but keeps his mouth 

shut. 

“Where is your brother?” she asks again. She has got 

determination, I’ll give her that much. 

“Why should I tell you?” 

She slaps me again, harder. My eye is already starting to swell shut 

from the first time she hit me. I press my lips shut and look her 

straight in the eyes. I want her to at least see what she’s doing to me. 

“Fine. Jackson, Peters, get her to the solcar. We won’t get anything 

out of her now.” She glares at me, and I smirk back at her. 
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“I wouldn’t be so complacent, young lady. You’ll wish I’d hit you 

a bit harder today when you see what’s in store for you tomorrow. 

And you can be assured that we will find your brother. We can shoot 

him first so that you can watch us doing it. If he’s still alive by the 

time we find him, of course,” she adds, glancing disdainfully at my 

backpack filled with medicines. 

I glance at the floor. No – I can’t let her get into my head like this, I tell 

myself. Jamie will not die. 

The other two officials grab my arms and drag me out of the room. 

Officer Marsh follows behind. The doctor still looks stunned. What, 

has he never watched the news in the last few weeks? He’s seen what 

they do to fugitives. 

“I can’t believe you can do this without feeling remorse,” I say to 

the guard holding my left arm. The one who looked away when I 

accused Officer Marsh of murder. 

“It’s necessary!” he whispers back. But the green light reveals 

conflict in his eyes. He is in doubt. 

“Stop talking to her, Peters!” Officer Marsh snaps. We’re almost at 

the doors now. 

“It’s not necessary,” I breathe to Peters as we walk through them. 

“Don’t let them make you a murderer.” 

His grip on my arm loosens slightly. Only for a second. But it’s 

enough. I tug my arm free and in the same instant, yank my leg up, 

kneeing the other official in the groin. He yelps and lets go of me. I’m 

sprinting down the street. Not looking back. I can hear footsteps 

pounding on the pavement behind me. 
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“Catch her! Just grab her, you fools!” Officer Marsh’s voice is no 

longer sweet. The footfalls stay behind me, but get quieter. A month 

of travelling through the woods has toughened me up. I’m faster than 

they are. 

“You can’t get away, Joanne!” she screeches. Yes, I can, I think. I 

don’t look back, but keep running. My lungs scream for air. 

A pop rings in the air and suddenly, everything goes red. There’s 

a searing pain in my shoulder, nothing like I ever felt before. My arm 

dangles uselessly at my side, limp. Somehow, I manage to keep 

running. A second pop rings out and I duck. She’s shooting at me. The 

realization floods me with terror. There is a lane only a few feet away. 

I keep running, only focused on that. A third shot whistles past me 

and I can feel the bullet graze my leg. It didn’t hit, though. It didn’t 

hit. I make it to the alley and run down it. It’s the wrong direction, 

but it doesn’t matter. Jackson and Peters are still following me, but 

the shots have stopped. She must have stayed behind and needs to 

catch up to get a clear aim. I keep running, zigzagging through 

alleyways. (Write more before she finds the window) There is an 

open window on the ground, a few yards away. It must lead to a 

cellar. I can hears the footsteps of my pursuers getting closer, but 

they’re still around the corner. They can’t see me yet. While running, 

I slide to the ground and let myself drop through the black hole in 

the wall. Praying that the bottom is close enough so that the fall won’t 

kill me. And praying that the officials will think that I’ve gone on, 

down the next street only a few meters away. 
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I have to bite down my lip to keep from crying out in pain as I fall. 

The wall behind me is scrapping my back. My shoulder feels as if it’s 

on fire. I hit the ground, twisting my ankle, but manage to stay silent, 

tears running down my face. Someone thunders past the window, 

then a second person. Then it’s quiet for a long time. They must have 

gone on. Thank goodness that I was far enough ahead for them not 

to wonder why they couldn’t hear my footsteps anymore. Or maybe 

they were just so caught up running that they didn’t notice. I sit 

huddled against the wall, too scared to move. My shirt clings to me. 

I’m glad it’s dark. I don’t want to see how much blood I’ve lost 

already. I look back up to the window. The frame is dangling to the 

left. I don’t know who left it open, but I thank whoever it was from 

the bottom of my heart. Now I lean on my toes and shakily close the 

window with my left arm. I don’t want them to see anything out of 

the ordinary when they come back. 

Then I turn my attention to my other arm. Just thinking about it 

makes me feel faint. I grab my shirt and yank at it, tearing off the 

lower part. The sound echoes through the entire room and I pause, 

alarmed. No one comes, though, so I hurriedly tear off another strip.  

Awkwardly, I try to tie the strips around my shoulder with my left 

hand. It hurts like hell and I don’t manage it very well, but there’s 

nothing else I can do. The smell of blood hangs in the air. I want to 

collapse, but I can’t. I need to get back to Jamie. I have lost the 

medicine, but I still have to go back. I owe it to him. I can’t die here 

and leave him in the house by himself, to wake up and realize I’m 
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gone. And I have to find Gaelan, too. If something happened to him, 

I owe it to him to rescue him. 

Voices are outside the cellar again. 

“… don’t understand it. She was in front of us all the time! What 

the hell are we gonna tell Marsh?” 

I press against the wall, shivering. 

“I don’t know! You’re the one who let her go first!” 

“I relaxed for one second! You let go, too!” 

“She kneed me in here! Do you have any idea how much that hurts? 

The voices fade, still bickering. My consciousness is starting to 

fade, too, but I hang on. Normally, I would explore the cellar, but at 

the moment I don’t care what’s in here. I wait for what I think must 

be over two hours and then decide to chance it. I know I don’t have 

much longer before I collapse. I open the window again and heave 

myself out. My shoulder is screaming. 

The ground is slippery. It’s raining now. Not as badly as during the 

thunderstorm two nights ago, but bad enough. Hopefully, they will 

stop searching for me in this weather. 

I travel in the direction where I think the hospital was. I hope they 

don’t expect me to return there, since I don’t know how to find our 

house again without retracing my previous steps. It is completely 

dark now, making it even more difficult. Some automatic part takes 

over. I walk like a machine. I reach the street our house is in. I can see 

it in the distance. Or was that how it looked? I can’t tell. Everything 

is swimming. I need to get back to Jamie and Gaelan. I can do it. My 

vision goes black. 
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THIRTY-NINE 

Zoe 

 

“What’s wrong with her?” 

“I think she’s just in shock. She was like this when we left the cell 

we were hiding in.” 

“Susannah, she’s covered in blood!” 

“I don’t think it’s hers. Not most of it, anyway. They got almost 

everyone. One man left the room before us, but I haven’t seen him 

since. It took me a while to get through to Zoe. But everyone else got 

shot. There was a body laying across her when I found her. I think 

the blood might be his.” 

Someone pulls me onto their lap. “Zoe? Zoe, can you hear me?” 

“Zac?” My voice is croaky, but at least I can talk again. “Zac?” 
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He sighs in relief. “Oh, Zoe. Thank god.” 

“I’m tired, Zac.” It feels so good to be telling someone. 

“You can sleep. You can use me as a pillow.” He’s laughing and 

crying at the same time, which is weird. 

“Where are we?” I don’t know our surroundings. And the floor is 

vibrating. 

“We’re on a plane. We’re going somewhere safe. Don’t worry.” 

I feel my eyes slowly drooping. I drift of, but I’m not completely 

asleep. People are talking, but I don’t understand any of it. I’m too 

far gone. 

“What happened to you? I thought I’d lost everyone.” Zac shifts 

his legs beneath me. 

“We played dead and then snuck back to one of the labs. Luckily 

one of you had already cracked the door, or the officials left it open. 

We broke a window to get outside, then met up with you.” 

“You were lucky you made it in time. We were about to take off. 

The other machines left twenty minutes before us.” 

“I know.” 

There is a long silence. Other people are babbling in the 

background. 

“What about you? I was certain you were dead when the officials 

burst into our cell. I didn’t think you’d have let them get that far.” 

“I didn’t have a chance of holding them off on my own. When I 

tried to shoot them, they all aimed at me. When I turned and ran, I 

guess they decided to go after you, instead. I guess those cowards 

thought unarmed people would be a better target. Although I’m not 
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any better.” I hear the sound of someone sobbing. The grip on my 

body tightens. “I left you there!” 

“It was one against six. They would have shot you if you’d stayed.” 

“I left you to die, Susannah!” 

“It would have happened anyway. You couldn’t have done 

anything to prevent it. You should be glad you thought clearly 

enough to save yourself.” 

“I was in charge. I should have stayed.” 

“I would have done the same thing. You made the right decision. 

No one who’s dead would be alive if you hadn’t done it. You could 

have injured one official, maybe two, before they shot you. But 

certainly not six.” 

“Maybe.” 

Both of them are quiet. I nod off further. 

“Thank you for saving Zoe.” 

“Well, I couldn’t just leave her there.” 

The voices fade into the background. I fall into a deep, dark sleep. 
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FORTY 

Joanne 

 

I’m swaying. I’m on a swing again, like when I was little. Mommy 

is pushing me. No, wait, Mommy is dead. I’m not swinging at all. I’m 

being carried. Why does it hurt so much? I’m being lowered onto 

something soft, but it hurts. My shoulder stings. Then suddenly it 

doesn’t just sting, it hurts like hell. I scream. 

“Be quiet, Joanne,” a concentrated voice says. “And stay still. I need 

to get the bullet out. It’s all right.” 

It’s not all right. It hurts. Where am I? I want to go home. Am I 

dying? 

 

*** 
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When I wake again, I can see properly. I don’t know where I am. 

It’s a small room and the floor is covered in dirt. I’m lying on my 

sleeping bag on top of what looks like a moldy old mattress. The top 

of my right arm and shoulder are wrapped in white gauze. It feels 

numb. 

There’s a window here, but it’s boarded up. The only light is 

coming from a camping lamp which stands on the floor next to two 

backpacks. 

On the other side of the room is another sleeping bag. A small form 

with jet black hair is lying there. The events of the past several days 

come rushing back to me. 

“Jamie,” I croak. I try to sit up, but when I don’t have the strength. 

My arm won’t obey. 

“Joanne?” a head pops in the door. Gaelan. He rushes over to me 

and crouches down next to my mattress. 

“O God, Joanne. Thank God you’re awake. How do you feel?” His 

brown curls are an absolute mess and he has deep purple shadows 

under his eyes. He looks as if he hasn’t slept in days. 

“Better,” I croak. “How’s Jamie?” 

“He’s on the mend,” Gaelan replies. Then he’s looking at me again, 

but all concern has vanished from his face. Instead he looks 

absolutely furious. 

“What the hell did you think you were doing?” he yells. “Do you 

have any idea what I went through when I got back and you were 

gone? No note, Jamie didn’t know a thing and I couldn’t ask anyone 
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if they’d seen you because you’re a wanted fugitive! And then when 

I come back after hours of searching, I find you lying in front of the 

house, covered in blood with a bullet in your back! What the hell, 

Joanne!” 

“I’m sorry,” I whisper. 

“Oh, you’re sorry,” Gaelan retorts sarcastically. “Maybe that’s what 

I should have told Jamie when you didn’t return. ‘I’m sorry, but your 

sister is dead. She’s sorry, though, so I guess that’s okay then.’” 

“Don’t,” I plead. “I really am sorry, but Jamie was getting worse 

and you still weren’t back and he needed the medicine…” 

“Oh, so it’s my fault now!” he says harshly. 

“No! I didn’t say that! But I thought that something might have 

happened to you and Jamie needed help. I’m sorry.” I hang my head. 

“You didn’t even give me half a day – how fast do you think I can 

get medicine like that? I needed to find out what Jamie needed, track 

it down and get it without causing too much suspicion! It takes time!” 

Gaelan wipes his sleeve across his face angrily. Is he crying? 

“Are you okay?” I ask. 

“I’m fine,” Gaelan says, but then his tears really start to flow. I 

don’t know what to do. Tentatively, I reach out with my left arm and 

take his hand. I expect him to pull away – after all, he’s furious with 

me. But he doesn’t. He laces his fingers through mine and holds onto 

it as if he were drowning and I was his lifeline. I don’t know how 

long we stay there like that. 

Gaelan finally calms down. He stares into my face. “Shit, Joanne,” 

he says. He brushes my hair from my forehead and twists a strand it 
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between his thumb and index finger. My breath hitches and I 

sincerely hope he doesn’t notice. “What were you thinking? How do 

you think I’d have felt if I they had killed you, too?” His voice breaks. 

“If I had lost you?”  

“You understand why I did it, don’t you?” I want him to know that 

it wasn’t because I didn’t have faith in him. I know that he would 

have returned if he had been able to. I just thought that it was taking 

longer than it should have. 

“Yes, I do. But you could have been a lot smarter about it. Getting 

yourself killed wouldn’t have helped Jamie.” (Too sudden) 

“What did you mean when you said that they’d kill me, too?” I ask, 

suddenly remembering. It sounded like there was more to it than just 

the pictures in the news. He acted the same way as he did when he 

spoke about his parents. “Where you talking about your parents?” 

Gaelan looks down, a look of pain on his face. 

“I’m sorry,” I add hastily. “Forget I mentioned it.” 

“No, it’s fine.” Gaelan shifts so that he’s sitting on the mattress 

beside me. “I want to tell you. It’s just hard. For me to talk about.” 

I turn my head so that I can watch him while he speaks. It makes 

my shoulder twinge, but I ignore it. 

“My parents were both Gammas,” he begins. “They had lived in 

St. Louis City all their lives and met when they got their jobs as 

attendants in a food distribution factory. My father loved telling the 

story of how my mother got so flustered around him that when he 

first asked her out she accidentally mixed pears into dish 16.”  
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I grin. Dish 16 is a spicy tomato soup. Somehow, I don’t think it 

goes well with pears. 

“They dated for about two years and then got married and moved 

into their own house on the outskirts of the city. Three years later, my 

sister and I were born.” 

“You have a sister?” It’s the first time he has ever mentioned her. 

“Not anymore.” Gaelan’s voice sounds hollow. Oh. I don’t know 

what to say. Gaelan doesn’t appear to expect anything, though. He 

goes on quietly. 

“Arya and I were really close. Twins usually are,” Gaelan’s voice 

shakes. “But it felt special. There weren’t a lot of other kids in the 

neighborhood, so it was usually just us. We played together, went to 

visit the Gillespies together – Arya was Captain Jim’s special favorite. 

We even shared a room, because our house wasn’t that big. We only 

had one children’s bedroom, not two. We never really minded 

though.” 

“When it was time for us to start school and we came home from 

our first evaluation as Alphas, our parents where so proud. Since 

intelligence is hereditary for the most part, they couldn’t believe it. 

They had always worked really hard, but they never got anything 

other than Gamma. They weren’t ashamed of it, but I know they 

sometimes wished that they could have given us the advantages the 

higher groups had. They were thrilled that both of their children 

were in the highest group and that we would be able to lead better 

lives because of it. I never saw it then, but I guess our home was kind 
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of small and run down compared to the ones the Alphas and Betas 

had. Not that Arya and I minded. We were perfectly happy at home.” 

He speaks with so much love in his voice that I can’t help envying 

him. His childhood was the one I wished for when I was young. His 

family obviously stuck together and cared for one another. My father 

and brother were almost strangers and I was there to bridge the gap 

in between. 

“When we were twelve, St. Louis City was hit by the Thompson 

Epidemic.” 

I shudder. I remember that. There had been a vaccine for 

Thompson fever for over a century, so no one had figured that the 

disease would ever become a problem again. But somewhere in the 

southern swamps, the virus had mutated and become a killer once 

more. It was resistant against everything the doctors tried. 

Thousands of people in the south died until a scientist finally found 

a cure. The epidemic was on the news constantly, but it didn’t really 

affect me much back then. Concordia City was so far north that I 

didn’t know anyone who’d died personally. It was just something 

that had happened, but it didn’t mean much to me. 

“It was chaos.” Gaelan’s expression goes dark as he remembers. 

“St. Louis City broke down completely and there wasn’t enough food 

and water to go around. Nobody wanted to come near an infected 

area, so no help came. I finally understood how the virus could have 

spread so quickly during the wars. We were fine for a while, but 

eventually, my mother and Arya got sick. My father and I went to 

stay with the Gillespies so that we wouldn’t catch it, too.” He pauses. 
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“The epidemic lasted for five weeks. My mother died. Arya lived, 

but the fever had done something to her brain. When we moved back 

home, she didn’t recognize any of us. Or maybe she did, but she 

didn’t show it. She couldn’t talk and she needed help with the 

simplest things. Like tying her shoes. There was no way she could go 

back to school. At our next examination, I stayed an Alpha. Arya was 

downgraded to Epsilon. From the top of the scale to the bottom.” 

Gaelan laughs bitterly. 

“The officials came to pick her up the next day. They didn’t show 

any feelings at all. They had treated Arya with respect before because 

she was an Alpha. But when she was an Epsilon, they didn’t give a 

damn. When my father tried to stop them from taking her, they shot 

him right through the head. I stayed hidden in the bushes like my 

father had told me to before. I couldn’t do anything. I sat by and 

watched quietly while they killed the rest of my family. Captain Jim 

came and found me there later, after the officials left.” 

He closes his eyes. 

“I’m so sorry.” I don’t know what else to say. “They shot Arya, 

too?” I can’t believe what he’s just told me. Why should they kill a 

person for wanting to keep their daughter at home? It may not have 

been what was best for Arya, but they were still grieving for Gaelan’s 

mother. Couldn’t they at least have given them some time? 

“Not that day,” Gaelan says. 

“They came back?” I’m puzzled. 

“No. But she was an Epsilon.” 

“So?” 
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Gaelan looks at me. “You honestly don’t know, do you?” 

“Know what?” A trickle of dread runs down my spine. “They take 

the Epsilons away to special schools to help them learn, right?” You 

can hear the desperation in my voice as I say it. I want it to be true. 

But when I think about it, there has to be some logical explanation 

why I’ve never seen an Epsilon again after their examination. Why 

they don’t even return home for holidays. 

Gaelan just looks at me. 

“They kill them.” It’s a statement, not a question. 

Gaelan nods lifelessly. “Not right away, I think. Rumors are that 

they are needed for experiments first. But they die eventually or get 

killed when they’re not needed anymore.” He stares into space. It’s 

as if he’s reciting something his learnt by heart but doesn’t care about. 

Monotonous. 

“But…” I search for words. This can’t be true. The Council 

wouldn’t have allowed it. It has to be a lie. 

“What sort of experiments?” It’s a stupid question, not what I really 

want to know, but I ask it anyway. If his answer is too ridiculous, I’ll 

know for sure that he’s lying. 

“Mostly for medicine, I think – new drugs and that sort of thing. 

The data is more accurate if you actually test on humans.” 

I read about an experiment on mice once. They wanted to learn 

how to cure something; I don’t remember what it was. They infected 

hundreds of mice, again and again. Almost all the mice died and 

those who didn’t were killed afterwards. They already had enough 

data to extrapolate a possible cure after several days, but they 
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repeated the experiment again and again to make sure “the findings 

were accurate”.  I thought it was brutal then. But doing that to other 

human beings is beyond cruel. 

“But they can’t do that! What about the Council?” 

Gaelan sounds tired. “Joanne, where do you think they got the idea 

of the termination facilities from?” 

“They knew?” 

Gaelan laughs bitterly. “They were involved from the very 

beginning. When the one-child-plan didn’t work, they had to think 

of something else. And since the Epsilons were least useful to society, 

they found a way to get rid of them and still get some use out of 

them.” 

I pull my hand away. “You’re lying. My dad wouldn’t do anything 

like that.” 

Gaelan looks at me. There’s pity in his eyes. “Your father didn’t say 

anything when the Council wanted to kill Jamie, either.” 

My expression is blank. The one-child-law was abandoned years 

before my father was even born. Ages before my mother had died. I 

blamed everything that had gone wrong in my family on his reaction 

to her death. But what if I was wrong? What if he was always that 

cruel person underneath? 

“I’m sorry,” Gaelan says. Explain why he was so mad when he 

found out who Joanne was 

I’m furious. The Council, the whole Northern Coalition has never 

really been what it was said to be. My whole life, I’ve been fooled by 

lies, benefitting from a system that means death for others. 
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“Is that what they’re doing to the Deltas now, too? Lab 

experiments?” I clench my teeth. 

“I don’t know. Maybe on some of them.” 

I sit up. It hurts like anything, but I can’t lie there anymore. I gasp 

and almost crash back down again, but Gaelan helps me. I lean 

against the wall behind me. I take care to bear my weight on my left 

side. 

“Why didn’t the Council just tell everyone that the Deltas had to 

go to special schools, too?” One more lie wouldn’t have hurt. And 

they’d have a lot less rebellion on their hands. 

“The Deltas make up a huge part of the population. Much bigger 

than the Epsilons. Would you have believed it if they all suddenly 

disappeared and never came back? Besides, at least in the south, I 

think most people knew what was going on with the Epsilons. They 

looked away because they didn’t know any Epsilons themselves and 

didn’t want any trouble. But everyone has friends or family in the 

Delta group. They wouldn’t have kept quiet any longer.” 

Gaelan leans against the wall next to me. We stare across the room, 

watching Jamie’s chest rise and fall. 

“I should change your bandages,” Gaelan finally says. “And I need 

to check on the wound.” 

“How long was I out?” I thought this was the same night I was 

shot, but thinking about it, that doesn’t make much sense. 

“Almost two days.” Gaelan begins to unravel the bandage on my 

shoulder. We seem to have reached the unspoken agreement not to 
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talk about Gaelan’s family or the government killing people 

anymore. 

“Two days!” 

“That shot was quite bad – mind you, it could have been much 

worse.” I wince as he takes a tube of something lying next to the 

mattress and begins to spread it on the wound. “At least the bullet 

narrowly missed the bone.” 

“And my head,” I add. I wonder why I say that. Sitting up for so 

long is making me all woozy. Or maybe it’s because Gaelan is 

touching me. 

“Hmm.” He doesn’t comment on that. “What happened exactly, 

anyway?” 

I tell him while he wraps my arm back up. He sighs when I’m 

finished. 

“You really expected to heal Jamie with a bag of medicines of 

which you didn’t know what they were for?” 

“I had to try something!” I say defensively. 

“Yeah, but –“ 

“You’re laughing at me!” 

“Sorry.” He’s still grinning, though. 

“It’s not funny! I was shot!” 

“I know. Sorry.” He puts on a very serious face, but his twitching 

lips betray him. 

“Where are we, anyway?” I meant to ask all along. This is not the 

same house we stayed in before. 

“The house next door to the first one.” 
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“Why?” 

Gaelan throws me a look. “I had no idea what had happened to 

you. For all I know, you could have told someone where we were 

staying.” 

“Oh.” That makes sense. 

“But wouldn’t it have been better to get farther away?” 

“You never look close to the place that you know someone left 

behind. They’ll think we’re long gone by now. I left some stuff behind 

to make it look like we’d left in a hurry.” 

“That sounds smart.” 

“I know,” Gaelan grins. “That’s why I told you that first. Actually, 

the only reason I didn’t go farther is because carrying you, Jamie and 

all our stuff exceeded my capabilities.” 

“Oh. That does sound less heroic.” 

Gaelan grins. “You should lie back down. Your face is all white. 

Get some sleep while I make something for breakfast.” 

“I don’t think I can sleep.” Not after what he told me. 

“Try.” 

He helps me settle back into my sleeping bag. 

“Goodnight, Jo.” 

“Night.” 

I close my eyes and am gone almost straight away. I must be more 

exhausted than I thought. Before I nod off, I feel the slight pressure 

of his lips on my forehead. Or maybe that is my overtaxed brain 

imagining things. 
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FORTY-ONE 

Zoe 

 

I wake up in a strange bed, with fluffy white covers and a real 

pillow.  Zac is sitting on stool next to it. His dreadlocks hang over his 

face while his eyes dart back and forth across the pages of a book. 

“Where am I?” I don’t recognize this place. We’re in room with 

many rows of these beds, made out of collapsible steel frames. Some 

of them are occupied, some aren’t. Most of the other people here are 

either asleep, talking to others, or reading. A light breeze is passing 

through the place, though it’s still stiflingly hot. It’s not a normal 

room. The floor is sandy and the walls are made up of white canvas, 

which is stretched across smooth wooden poles. We’re in a tent of 

some sorts. 



378 
 

“You’re awake!” Zac puts his book down on the floor beside him. 

“Duh.” 

“You were asleep for a really long time. Ever since we got off the 

jet.” 

“What jet?” I vaguely remember being on something. There were 

loud motors and Zac and Susannah were there. But it’s all really 

fuzzy. 

Zac bites his lower lip. “How much do you remember? About 

leaving New Hope, I mean?” 

I cringe. “There was shooting. And blood. Susannah got me out.” 

The memories are distorted, too. I picture Susannah smashing a 

window with a microscope. I’m not sure whether that was real or 

whether I imagined it. 

“Yeah.” Apparently, he doesn’t like to think about it, either. 

“Do you remember Amber? The girl who got us from the cell?” 

That part is still pretty clear. “Yeah. The one dressed all in black. 

With the W on her hood. Did she make it out?” 

“She’s fine.” His expression shows that others aren’t. “And it’s not 

a W. It’s an omega.” 

“What the crap is an om – an omeg-whatsis?” 

“It’s the name of our group. Omega’s the last letter of the Greek 

alphabet.” 

“Like the marks?” 

“Exactly. Omega wants to put an end to the group system. We 

want everyone to have equal rights and not to be branded by the 

mark on their head.” 
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I try to wrap my head around this. I wonder what the Council 

would do if they knew about this. Be furious, probably. 

“So you’re the ones who got us out?” 

“Yeah. We’ve been trying to free people from termination facilities 

for years.” 

“Years? But they’ve only, like, existed for…” I try to count the days 

in my head, to figure out how long it’s been that I was brought to 

New Hope. “One month? Two?” 

“Oh, no,” Zac shakes his head. “They’ve been using them for the 

Epsilons long before that.” He goes on to explain that, instead of 

being taken to special schools like they always told us, the 

government sends Epsilons to termination facilities after their 

botched examinations. Then they use them for cheap labor and 

experiments until they either get so weak, they die, or until they’re 

killed. I can’t say it surprises me much. After what I’ve seen, I don’t 

believe anything the Council says anymore. And I always thought 

that special-school story sounded a little fishy, anyway. “But attacks 

have really only intensified in the last month, when they started 

bringing people there on a large scale. And since we have larger 

numbers, now that more people have decided the Council might not 

be making the best decisions. 

“So, how come you were there, then?” I ask. That is much more 

interesting. “If you were part of this Omega-thing, what where you 

doing in the termination facility? Are you even really a Delta?” 
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“No. We faked my mark so I could get in. I was passing Omega 

inside information. So they could figure out how to best get in, 

without too many casualties.” 

The last word hangs in the air. I wonder how many people died 

trying to get us here. The expression on Zac’s face tells me not to ask. 

“So, what are you then?” 

“What do you mean, what am I?” 

“Your group. What is it?” 

“Nothing.” 

“Zac, you know my group. It’s only fair that you tell me yours.” 

“I’m nothing,” he repeats. “I’ve never taken the examination. I was 

born and raised at the camp. My parents met at Omega. They’ve been 

with it basically since it was founded.” 

“You mean you don’t have a group?” I try to wrap my head around 

this. Now, seriously, that is weird. 

“Nope.” Zac pulls the dreadlocks out of his face, revealing his 

blank forehead. I stare. It looks totally strange. “I had the fake 

removed once we got back.” He grins at me. 

“So no one at Omega has marks.” I accentuate each word, waiting 

for him to say he’s kidding. 

“Some people decide to keep theirs when they arrive. And then 

there are those who still work as spies and gather information, so 

they still need to have marks. But yeah, most people don’t.” 

“So how do you know who you can trust? Who is smart enough to 

make plans?” 
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“Are you seriously asking me that? Who do you trust more – some 

Council Alpha or me? When you spend time with people, you get to 

know their areas of expertise. You know when you can trust them 

with something and when you can’t. We don’t need groups to tell us 

that. Just look at Susannah. She’s a Delta, but she got you out of there 

alive because she kept her head, planned ahead. I doubt many Alphas 

could have done that.” 

I nod slowly. It’s what I always sort of though myself, but since I’m 

a Gamma, I was pretty sure there where some arguments I 

overlooked. I once asked Jo if she thought it would work without 

groups and she just looked at me like I was a dolt and told me to open 

a history book. “When people didn’t have marks,” she’d said, 

“everything ended in complete chaos. That’s why the wars broke out; 

because people who couldn’t be trusted had that much power.” 

“Have I still got my mark?” I move up my hand and touch my 

forehead. 

“Yeah. We wouldn’t remove it without your permission. We can 

now, if you want to, though.” 

I shake my head. “I think I’ll keep it. At least for a while.” I’m not 

sure why I want to, exactly. Maybe because I’ve had enough change 

in the last few months. My group has been part of who I am for so 

long, I don’t want to have to give it up. Not yet. 

“Okay.” Zac doesn’t seem surprised. Maybe he knows me better 

than I know myself, or maybe I’m not the only one who thinks like 

this. 
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“So, where are we?” I ask again. He still hasn’t answered my first 

question. 

“We’re at Omega’s camp. In the infirmary. You were a little dazed 

when we got here and you had a cut on your leg.” 

I look around. “We’re in a tent?” 

“Yeah. We need to be able to pack quickly if we have to, and we’ve 

been getting a lot of additions lately. Everyone lives in tents. Well, 

unless we’re threatened. Then we move to facilities underground. 

But that’s really crowded and the air isn’t so great, so we stay up here 

as much as we can.” 

“Where is here, exactly?” I’m curious. “Isn’t it kinda dangerous 

having everyone in a big camp? Won’t the Council be able to find you 

real easily?” 

“Probably. But in order to plan and coordinate, this is the best 

option. And the Council doesn’t often send people this far south. 

We’re almost at the border.” 

“What border?” 

“The one to the southern hemisphere. We’re in what used to be a 

country called Mexico.” 

That doesn’t mean anything to me. It probably should – I think I’ve 

heard the name before. But I was never that interested in history. 

“You mean we’re close to the Southern Coalition?” That would 

explain the heat. It’s hotter the closer you get to the equator. And I’m 

roasting in here. I’ve already thrown the covers off. 

“Oh, well, I suppose you wouldn’t know about that, either. But 

yeah, it’s where you learned the Southern Coalition is.” 
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“What do you mean, where I learnt it was? It’s gotta be in the same 

place, no matter who learned about it.” 

“Actually, it’s not in a place at all. The Southern Coalition doesn’t 

exist.” 

“Yes it does!” Does he think I’m stupid? “We trade with them and 

everything! The Council discusses laws with them and stuff. I’ve seen 

meetings on the news!” 

“No, you haven’t.” Zac holds up his hand to stop me from 

interrupting again. “They just want you to think that. When the wars 

ended, the first Coalition was founded. It was supposed to span the 

whole globe, like one big country. Everyone was supposed to have 

the same rights and belongings and they were supposed to learn the 

same things. The idea was that after a couple of generations, 

everyone would be raised with the same language, ideals and equal 

chances. To prevent further violence from breaking out between 

people who thought one way and those who didn’t.” I nod. They 

drone on and on about that in school. It’s not like he needs to tell me 

again.  

“But many people refused to give up their countries and the 

cultures they lived in.,” Zac goes on. “The situation escalated and that 

was when they fought the last war. It wasn’t about lack of oil, like 

they told you. In the end, the supporters of the Coalition occupied 

most of Northern Europe, Asia and North America. And nobody 

really lived close to the equator anymore anyway. The war droned 

on and on, so in the end, people just gave up. The Northern Coalition 

got the northern hemisphere. The people who wanted countries got 



384 
 

the south. They set up all kinds of protection on the border and the 

south’s definitely suspicious of anyone trying to get in from the 

Northern Coalition. By now, they are so organized that the south’s 

afraid the government might decide to invade them and take the rest 

of the Earth after all.” 

He rambles this off as if he’s had to explain this at least a dozen 

times. Come to think of it, he probably has. 

“And I’m supposed to believe that.” I stare at him skeptically. 

“Believe what you want. I’m telling you the truth.” 

“I’m just having a hard time hearing that everything I’ve had to 

cram for school is supposed to be a big fat lie.”  I sound almost like 

Jo. Defending our holy and precious school. 

“Well, I’m not telling you what to believe. You can make up your 

own mind. Ask other people if you want. I was going to show you 

the camp anyway, if you feel up to it.” 

I swing my legs out of bed. “Sure! Of course I want to. I’m, like, 

roasting in here.” 

Zac rolls his eyes. “I doubt that’s going to be much better outside. 

We’re close to the equator, remember?” As if I could forget. 

I hop on to the ground, wincing as I put pressure on my leg. 

Someone has stuck a humungous bandage on the back of it. “What 

happened to my leg?” I ask, as I limp after Zac. 

“You had a huge cut. Susannah thinks you might have hurt 

yourself when she lifted you out a broken window. Why? Is it 

bothering you?” 
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“No.” I’m not risking being sent back to bed. “It’s fine. I just saw 

the bandage, is all.” I try to conceal the limp as I walk on. If Zac 

notices, he doesn’t say anything. 

“Okay,” he says, when we reach the edge of the tent. The flap 

leading outside is open, letting fresh air in. “We have to drop by and 

see Susannah first. She’s going to kill me if we don’t. I also need a 

quick word with Amber. And then I can give you the grand tour. 

How does that sound?” 

I grin. “A lot better than carrot picking.” 

“Let’s go, then.” And he pulls me outside, into the bright afternoon 

sun. 

 

Information on Southern Coalition dumped on reader. And 

chapter a little short.  



386 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

FORTY-TWO 

Joanne 

 

The next couple of days make me go crazy. Jamie is fine again, but 

we can’t travel because I’m sick in bed now. Whenever I stand up for 

more than a few minutes, all color drains from my face, making me 

white as a sheet. Or so Jamie tells me. 

So far, no one has looked for us here. Gaelan thinks that they’re 

looking farther north, in the neighborhood that I told the Gamma 

who ratted me out I lived in. “If they’re still looking here at all. They 

probably expect you to have taken off into the woods by now. It’s not 

a bad idea to lie low for a while.” I think he just said that to make me 

feel better. 
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At least we’ve got enough food now. And this house hasn’t been 

cleared out completely. That’s where Gaelan got my moldy mattress. 

It looks disgusting, but it’s much more comfortable than just the 

sleeping bag alone. 

I spend most of my time talking to Jamie or catching up on the rest 

of the world with Gaelan’s digital, which he managed to recharge in 

the time we were stuck here. Gaelan is often gone to acquire more 

supplies and when he’s here, he remains oddly distant. I wonder if 

he regrets telling me about his family. Or kissing me goodnight – 

although the longer I’m awake the more convinced I am that that 

memory is a figment of my imagination.  

 

We finally do get going again after five days. My arm is still in a 

sling and I can’t move my fingers without crying out in pain, but 

there seems to be no permanent damage. And the rest of me feels 

good enough to walk. Although Gaelan and Jamie ask me if I’m fine 

about every five seconds. It’s maddening. 

We have to pause more often than before, but we do make 

progress. I feel safer here in the woods, too. In the house, I always felt 

as if officials might come bursting in any second. I remember Officer 

Marsh’s words. “And you can be assured that we will find your brother. 

We can shoot him first so that you can watch us doing it.” I know that I’m 

not safer here, but it feels that way. Especially once we leave the 

burned forest behind and are protected by green foliage again. 

Gaelan is still quiet. Or maybe I’m imagining things. I find myself 

staring at him more often than I should. Whenever I his green eyes 
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look at me I have to turn away so that he can’t see me blush. It is so 

awkward. But I don’t know what to do about it. 

 

*** 

 

“We need to talk.” 

It’s dark and Jamie is sleeping peacefully. 

“Okay.” 

I’m surprised when he gets up and walks away from our 

temporary camp. The bushes claw at me as I follow him. It takes some 

skill to stop my parceled arm from being caught in them. 

“What is it?” I ask, when Gaelan finally stops. 

“I’m leaving tomorrow,” he announces. He doesn’t look at me. 

Whatever I expected, it wasn’t this. “What? Why?” 

“You knew we would split up again eventually.” He says it so 

evenly, it hurts. I was wrong. I thought he had come to care for us, 

too. For me. But apparently he won’t miss us much. Maybe he did 

only want us as travel companions. 

My eyes sting. “Why now? I thought we wanted to travel further 

west before we split up.” I try to keep my voice as factual as his. If 

leaving doesn’t bother him, I’m not going to let him see how much it 

hurts me. 

“I know. I’m sorry.” He doesn’t sound sorry. “That was the original 

plan, but it already took me much longer to get here than it would 

have if I’d come alone.” Well, that’s nice to know. 
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“I’m not blaming you,” he adds hastily when he sees my 

expression. “It’s not your fault you can’t take a shuttle without being 

seized by officials. But it has slowed me down. And now these last 

few days in Memphis City…” He trails off. Those extra days were my 

fault, too. 

“Anyway, they’re sending someone to pick me up.” 

I nod numbly. 

“I just thought I’d tell you before I left.” He glances down and 

begins playing with a pinecone he must have picked up somewhere. 

“I’m going to tell Jamie tomorrow.” 

“So, where are you going?” I ask, trying to keep my voice light. 

Making a joke. At the beginning of our journey, I asked him this every 

day. “I can’t tell you,” was his standard reply. After two weeks of 

nagging, I finally gave up. 

“I’m not supposed to tell you.” 

I grin a little, but not full out. He must be remembering those days, 

too. 

“But I’m going to anyway. I don’t care what they say.” 

My mouth falls open. This is not what I expected. 

“Captain Jim thought we could trust you from the beginning and 

tried to convince them to let us tell you. And I was trying to do the 

same shortly before the digital lost power. And again in Memphis 

City. But they won’t budge. Just because your last name is Delandore, 

they’re sure this is part of an elaborate deception.” 

“Who are they?” This cryptic talking around the point is annoying. 
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“Oh, didn’t I tell you? Omega.” He states this as if it were the most 

obvious thing in the world. As if I have a clue what he’s talking about. 

“What’s omega?” 

“The last letter of the Greek alphabet.” There’s that familiar smirk 

again. 

“I know that! But that’s not what you were talking about!” 

“I know.” He’s serious again. “Omega is an organization. They’ve 

existed for about twenty years with the aim to bring down the group 

system or at least give equal rights to the lower groups. That’s why 

they call themselves Omega. It’s the end of the alphabet – the end of 

the system the groups come from. Captain Jim has been passing them 

information since before my parents died. Since the new law was 

announced, they’ve become much stronger, in numbers and 

influence.” 

I try to take this in. “They’re rebels.” 

“Well, yes.” 

“Why didn’t they do anything, then? They just stand and watch 

while they kill the Deltas and Epsilons?” 

“It’s not that easy going against the Council. Omega’s numbers are 

large, but not that large. And for what’s within their capacities, 

they’ve done have done plenty already. They’ve attacked several 

termination facilities in the last few months and rescued the people 

being held there.” 

I try to digest this. “Why wasn’t that on the news, then?” 

Gaelan laughs. “Do you think the Northern Coalition would show 

that to people? Omega has been getting enough recruits lately as it is. 
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There are plenty of people not happy with the Council’s decision at 

the moment. If they saw that fighting back was possible, they’d have 

a rebellion on their hands. It’s the same reason the media kept your 

escape quiet for so long. They can’t admit that we have so much 

influence already.” 

“We?” 

Gaelan looks embarrassed. “I joined when I was fifteen. There is 

information you have access to as an Alpha that can be very useful. 

And I had to do it.” His mouth hardens. “I owe it to Arya and my 

dad.” 

“You’re a rebel?” It makes sense – all that secrecy aboard the Triton, 

worrying about spies, receiving encrypted messages on his digital. 

But still. 

“I guess.” He smiles weakly and tosses the pinecone up and down, 

catching it again. Then he gets up. “I’m going to bed. Wake me when 

it’s time to finish my watch.” 

He leaves. I stand there, frustrated. There are millions of questions 

on the tip of my tongue. He wouldn’t even let me ask one of them. 

And tomorrow he’s going to be gone and I will never get the chance 

to ask them. 

Show somewhere that Joanne likes him 
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FORTY-THREE 

Zoe 

 

There’s nothing to do. We’ll at least not for me. Zac has other stuff 

on his hands. The physical training people don’t want me because 

apparently I need to put on weight and get my leg to heal first. The 

agricultural people don’t want me for the same reasons. Never mind 

that I was picking carrots in much worse conditions than these. I can’t 

teach at school, except maybe tutor really little kids, but no one needs 

me there. I don’t know any people with whom I could do stuff and 

no one likes me pestering when I want information. 

I share a tent with Susannah and Amber. I don’t know who shared 

it with Amber before Susannah and I came, but there were already 

two camp beds inside. My guess is that it’s someone who died during 
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the attack on New Hope. Since Amber doesn’t mention it, me and 

Susannah doesn’t either. Susannah took the second bed and we 

squeezed in an extra one for me. Everyone also has a small wooden 

chest to put their stuff in. So far, mine only holds a couple of spare 

clothes I got from Amber. She’s got a much slimmer figure than I do 

and she’s even shorter than Jo (say sometime that Zoe is hardly any 

taller than Jo), so the clothes are a little tight, but it’ll do. But with all 

our stuff in the already small tent, it’s pretty squashed. You can’t 

even get through to my bed without climbing over all of Susannah’s 

stuff. 

Amber’s turned out to be pretty cool. She has extremely pale skin 

and always wears black leather combat boots, studded with iron 

rings. Her jet black hair is completely shaved off on one side of her 

head and no longer than to her ears on the other. Every morning, she 

brushes it to that side, complaining that she’s gonna cut all of it off 

soon because she won’t bother with all this fucking combing 

anymore. I wonder what she would do if she had my hair. It is so 

curly it is always a complete mess. (add: pierced nose) 

Amber was the one who gave me my first tour along with Zac. 

They showed me the most important things: the closest place where 

we can eat, bathrooms, entrances to the main facilities below ground,  

fields where we grow our own plants, the infirmary and a place 

where they have a bunch of old technology. They have a few digitals 

and tele-screens there, no longer connected to the network so that the 

government can’t trace them. I’ve spent quite a bit of time in there, 

trying to catch up with the news. I don’t know whether to be relieved 
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or not when I find nothing about my parents or Zack. I also find an 

article about Jo and Jamie’s escape and am hugely relieved. If they’d 

been caught, surely that’d have been on the news somewhere, too? 

I’ve explored the camp on my own since then, too. It’s huge. Zac 

says there are about twenty-thousand people here. Twenty-thousand 

(maybe make it more??) sounds so large, I can’t even imagine how 

much that is. But the tents stretch a long way, all across the valley. 

Mountains surround the camp on either side, giving us at least a little 

shade. But it still gets stiflingly hot. There are a lot of wells here, so 

people can get water. It’s a little dirty, but under the circumstances, 

no one cares. 

I’ve also found some of the hangars, where jets and stuff are kept.  

They’re not hard to spot. Metal doors are set into the ground and 

there are no tents surrounding them. It’s definitely interesting. I’ve 

also found two schools, but I don’t have any incentive to go there. At 

least not right now. School won’t start again in Concordia City for a 

while, it’s time for practical weeks. So I’m not going right now, either. 

Most of the time, I spend in the tent. Susannah has found a small 

notebook which she gave to me. I have no idea where she got it, but 

Susannah seems to have been integrated into the camp already. 

Apparently, she’s not too skinny or hurt to do something. She’s 

almost never in our tent. Instead, she’s helping out everywhere and 

running the place, by the sound of it. Yesterday she came back from 

the kitchens and told us about how she had made cooking dinner 

much more efficient. Amber was glowering at her by the time she 

finished. She hates it when Susannah goes on and on about how she 
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bosses people around. But I don’t mind. I know Susannah is only 

trying to help. I don’t even think she notices just how forceful she can 

be sometimes. 

But anyway, she got the notebook from somewhere, and also 

managed to get a pencil. I’ve been spending a lot of time writing in 

there. If someone had told me a month ago that I would ever keep a 

diary, I would have laughed myself silly. But now I’m so bored that 

it can almost be considered as fun, rather than torture. And it helps 

me to think about stuff I don’t want to think about. Zac suggested it. 

I start with Tasha’s death and add Yiri’s, too. And everything I 

remember about the night we escaped. It hurts to think about these 

things, but I feel better afterwards. And I know that I’m preserving 

details about the people I loved in here so I will never forget them, 

even if they’re dead. That feels reassuring as well. I address the 

entries to Jo. It’s stupid and I know she’ll never read any of it, but it 

sort of feels like I’m talking to her again. 

Other than that, I laze round, go have people check the wound on 

my leg or sometimes help in the kitchens. They don’t always send me 

away. And I can actually do something useful. 

And, of course, I go to the infirmary. To check on Rachelle. At first 

I thought she was dead, like everyone else who was with us that 

night. But it turns out she wasn’t in the same room as us and made it 

out after all. She was shot, though, while running to the jet that took 

her group here. The doctors say the wound’s pretty severe, but that 

she’ll make it. They patched up the hole in her stomach and put a 

huge gauze pad around it or something. She hasn’t woken yet, but 
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the doctors think she should any day now. I spend at least an hour a 

day there and just talk to her about whatever’s on my mind. I figure 

she can use the company, even if she’s asleep. I wish Yiri were here, 

so that she could join us. If anything could make her grandmother 

get well more quickly, I bet that could. Sometimes I wonder what it 

would be like if Yiri had lived, and I had died instead. But apparently 

I wasn’t infected with the same disease Yiri had. The doctors tested 

all the new arrivals blood for infection when we got here. They told 

me I was one of the placebo patients. It’s sick that they used placebos 

investigate the disease at all. I don’t think anyone could imagine 

themselves into having what Yiri had. Though Amber thinks that 

they might have also been trying to see how contagious it was, so 

they had to leave some people healthy. She thinks most of the people 

who died probably got the disease later on because not everyone got 

sick immediately. But we have no way to test that theory, since we 

have no way of finding out who caught it from someone else and who 

was infected in the first place. 

The other patients who are down with what we’ve come to call 

termination fever are in quarantine. Zac says the doctors are fighting 

to find a cure, but so far they’re having no such luck. Eleven people 

have died already. I hate New Hope for having this effect on us, even 

now that we’ve left it safely behind. 

Most of all, I’m enjoying my life here, though. I might be bored, but 

I know it’ll pass. I’ve never had as much freedom anywhere as I’ve 

had here. And nobody looks at me funny when I say what I think. 

Like someone in a group as low as mine couldn’t possibly have the 
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correct opinion. Here, I’m judged by who I am, not by the mark I have 

on my forehead. Maybe I’ll get rid of it soon. Or maybe I’ll leave it, 

as I reminder of the life I left behind. As a tie to my parents. Or as a 

warning not to reduce a person to only one quality. I’ll figure it out. 

It’s not as if I’m going anywhere. I can’t return to Concordia City, as 

much as I might like to. Omega’s camp is now my new home. 
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FORTY-FOUR 

Joanne 

 

“Why?” Jamie howls. “I don’t want you to go!  I thought you liked 

me!” 

Gaelan patiently tries to explain something to Jamie, but I can’t 

help a feeling of satisfaction rise in my chest. Good for you, Jamie, I 

think. I know Gaelan has a good reason for leaving, but he could still 

at least feel sad about it or something. And if he really cared for us, he 

could take us along. He might have thought he showed a lot of 

thoughtfulness when he at least told me where was going, even 

though his superiors didn’t allow it. But who will know, anyway? 

They’ll never find out whether he told me or not, so that gesture is 

worthless. I’m sure if he tried, he could take us with him. 
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“No!” Jamie screams. “I don’t want it! I don’t want anything from 

you.” He thrusts the blank pages and pencil Gaelan gave him back 

into his hands. Gaelan looks hurt. I watch from my place across the 

clearing, where I’m sitting cross-legged on my sleeping bag, leaning 

against the trunk of a pine. How did you think he’d react? I ask him in 

my head. You can’t be nice to him all the time and not expect him to grow 

fond of you. Of course he’s mad. 

My brother runs away from camp, away into the woods. I think 

about going after him, but decide to give him a few minutes to cool 

off first. He can’t have gone far because I can still hear him sobbing. 

“That was nicely handled,” I tell Gaelan. 

He ignores the jibe and walks over to me. “Give this to him after 

I’m gone, okay?” He hands the papers and pencil to me. 

“You know he won’t take it.” I stand up and take them reluctantly. 

“Try. Please.” His lower lip quivers. Good. 

Gaelan picks up one of the backpacks – Jamie’s old one. He 

transferred his stuff to it last night. 

“I guess this is good bye then,” he says. 

“I guess,” I repeat, my voice oddly even. I put the paper down on 

my sleeping bag. “How are they picking you up?” My tone is much 

too polite. 

“They’re sending a jet in to get me. You’ll have to make sure to 

travel in the opposite direction in case someone sees it and they send 

people to search. Head northwest, and you’ll be fine.” 

“Okay.” 
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Gaelan looks at me. “I’d offer you a hug, but maybe that’s a bad 

idea with your arm wrapped up.” 

“Maybe.” 

“Is that all you’ve got to say?” 

“Should there be anything else?” 

If fight back tears. He is not going to see me cry again, especially 

not over him. I can’t let him see how much he is hurting me. My lower 

lip quivers. 

“Shit, Joanne!” Gaelan looks angry. 

“What? You’re the one leaving, not me!” I defiantly wipe the tears 

from my eyes. 

“That’s not what I meant,” Gaelan says angrily. 

“What did you mean, then?” 

“I don’t… What… You just assume…” I have never seen him this 

flustered. “Do you think this is easy for me?!” he finally bursts out. 

“It seems easy enough!” I say back coldly. 

“Oh, Jo,” he sighs. And then his arms are around me, my shoulder 

forgotten. His fingers slide into my hair pulling me towards him. I 

throw my good arm around his back, pulling him against me. And 

then he is kissing me, or maybe I kissed him first, but it doesn’t 

matter. He’s pushing me into the tree trunk behind us and I know 

that we should stop because my shoulder is starting to bleed again 

but I don’t want him to. My body is alive and warm and safe and the 

shoulder is insignificant in comparison. I kiss him back until we both 

have to come up for air. He is leaning against me and I’m leaning 

against the tree, gasping. Tears are sliding down both of our faces. 



401 
 

Gaelan untangles one hand from my hair and slips his fingers 

between mine. He stares deeply into my eyes. 

“I thought I could do this, but I can’t,” he whispers.” I know I’m 

not supposed to ask you this, but I don’t care. I know it’s forbidden 

and dangerous and selfish. But will you come with me?” He searches 

my gaze. 

“Do you want us to?” I desperately want to. But somehow I can’t 

tell him that. I’m afraid that he’ll snatch everything away again or 

that he’ll get tired of us. Maybe he only kissed me because he was 

saying goodbye and he thought he’d never see me again. 

Gaelan looks confused. “Why should I ask you if I didn’t want you 

to?” 

“I don’t know,” I’m crying again. “But you’ve barely talked to me 

the past few days and yesterday you said that Jamie and I just slowed 

you down and before that, half the time we did talk we were fighting. 

I just don’t see why you’d want me along.” 

Gaelan wipes the tears off my cheeks. “I just kissed you and you 

want to know why I want you along? Jo, honestly, sometimes you 

can be pretty dense.” 

 I glare at him. “Plenty of guys have kissed girls and taken off 

afterwards. And besides, if you had wanted me along, why didn’t 

you just ask me earlier?” 

“Well, I’m not plenty of guys.” Gaelan tucks my hair behind my 

ears. “And as to your second question, I wanted to ask you yesterday, 

but you seemed so cool and indifferent that I figured you didn’t 
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approve of being a rebel. I thought you would be mad if I tried to get 

you to go along. Maybe say that I was putting Jamie in danger.” 

“I wasn’t cool and indifferent! I was trying not to show you how 

hurt I was that you were just taking off without us and didn’t even 

seem bothered about it! And Jamie would probably be a lot better off 

if there were other people to care for him than his sister with only one 

fully functional arm.” 

“I’m sorry.” Gaelan glances at our joined hands and leans forwards 

so that our foreheads are touching. “I didn’t want to hurt you. I 

thought I should try to talk to you in an objective way so that I 

wouldn’t put you under pressure to come with me if you didn’t want 

to. You didn’t seem too happy at the idea of having me along when 

we were on the Triton.” 

“That was different – I was mad at you then. And as I recall, you 

weren’t exactly jumping for joy about having Jamie and me along, 

either.” 

“I know. I’m sorry. I guess my plan backfired completely. But you 

weren’t any better, really.” He smiles. 

“Why?” His breath tickles my face. He is much too close. I can’t 

think straight. 

“Because.” Gaelan smiles. “You thought I was acting aloof and 

indifferent these past few days, too, when really I was scared out of 

my wits about how to tell you I was leaving and the fact that you 

might not want to come. And because I knew I liked you and I 

wanted to tell you and was nervous about that, too.” 
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My lips twist upwards in a smile. “And how where you planning 

on telling me?” 

“I don’t know. Maybe like this?” And then his lips are on mine 

again. I forget everything around us. This is so much better than 

anything I ever imagined. I’ve only ever kissed one boy in my life, 

and that was involuntary. When we were in grade eight, Zoe and 

Colin Flynn, a Gamma in her class, made a stupid bet that they 

wouldn’t be brave enough to kiss a person the other one picked on 

the lips. Of course, my best friend had to choose me. I was furious 

with Zoe for two weeks afterwards, although Zoe insisted that she 

wouldn’t have done it if she’d known that Colin would actually do 

it. “Besides, you can use a little experience,” she’d shrugged. “And I 

had to kiss Drew, that wasn’t much better. He had this pimple on his 

nose that I had to stare at the whole time.” 

Kissing Gaelan is nothing like kissing Colin. (Describe what it feels 

like some more) 

“We should really stop,” Gaelan finally says, gasping. “I’m no 

doctor, but this can’t be good for your shoulder.” 

“Who cares?” I say, pulling him back. But unfortunately, he has 

two good arms and I only have one. 

“I’m serious, Joanne,” he insists, restraining me. “Your bandage is 

turning red – you’re bleeding again. Let me take a look. And we 

should also check on Jamie.” 

“Fine,” I pout. “But let’s look for Jamie first.” 

“I’m already here!” Jamie nearly gives me a heart attack when he 

steps out from the bushes behind us. He’s grinning all over his face, 
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the tear stains already drying. “Is Gaelan your boyfriend now? I said 

I thought he would be a good one.” 

“Jamie!” I blush bright red. “Were you watching the whole time?” 

I cringe with embarrassment. When I had pictured what I would 

want my first real kiss to be like, it definitely didn’t involve my little 

brother observing it. 

“I looked away when you started snogging,” Jamie says 

defensively. As if that is some huge comfort. 

Gaelan looks amused. “That was very considerate of you.” 

“Thanks,” Jamie replies proudly. “Are you Jo’s boyfriend?” 

“Maybe.” Gaelan looks at me. “If Joanne wants me to be.” He 

seems hesitant, unsure of himself. 

“I guess he is, then,” I tell Jamie. I must really resemble a tomato 

by now. All the blood in my body seems to have focused on turning 

my face a brilliant red. 

Gaelan squeezes my hand. 

“That is so cool!” Jamie is absolutely thrilled. He tugs Gaelan’s 

sleeve. “And we can really come with you? Can we ride in a plane?” 

“I said so, didn’t I, you little eavesdropper?” Gaelan pokes Jamie’s 

arm teasingly. 

Jamie nods, wide eyed. Gaelan bends down to my sleeping bag and 

picks up the papers and pencil I deposited there. 

“Will you forgive me and take these now?” he asks Jamie. 

Jamie stretches his hands out eagerly. Unlike me, my brother is 

never one to bear a grudge. 
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Jamie at once sits down on his own sleeping bag and starts trying 

out the pencil, brows furrowed in concentration. I watch the sun 

reflect from his hair while Gaelan messes around with my bandage, 

patching my arm up again. 

“Is that okay?” Gaelan asks when he ties the ends of a new bandage 

together. 

“Mhm,” I answer, leaning against him. 

“You’d better be careful or I can change it all over again,” Gaelan 

reprimands me and starts putting the rest of the bandage back in the 

medical kit. “Help me pack, will you?” 

Jamie and I roll up the sleeping bags and squeeze everything into 

our packs. 

Then, before I know it, we’re off again. Heading southeast.  
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FORTY-FIVE 

Zoe 

 

“I’ve got news for you,” Zac says, poking his head through the 

door of our tent. I look up from my journal. I’ve decided that 

“journal” sounds less embarrassing than “diary”. I’m okay with 

writing a journal. 

“What kind of news? Does Susannah think she needs me on 

kitchen duty again? If so, you can tell her to come and get me herself.” 

“Nope, sorry.” He’s grinning really broadly. “A very different type 

of news. Guess again.” 

“Rachelle’s awake. I’m finally fat enough to actually do something. 

You’ve found my parents and my brother.” I rattle off a list of stuff. 
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“Nope, none of those. But you’re getting warmer. D’you know 

anyone named Joanne Delandore?” 

“You’ve found Jo?” I jump up so fast, the journal slides to the floor. 

“Really?” 

“We just got word that one of our jets picked her and her brother 

up. Headquarters isn’t pleased. They’re still convinced she’s some 

sort of spy for her father. I tried to tell my parents to tell them I knew 

someone who could vouch for her, but they were so busy they told 

me to be off and do something else. I don’t think they even listened 

to what I said. But, yeah. We’ve found her. She’s coming in about an 

hour.” 

I run over to him, getting Susannah’s stuff into a huge mess on the 

way. She’s gonna kill me later, but right now I’m so happy I don’t 

care. “Thank you, Zac! Thank you, thank you, thank you!” I throw 

my arms around him and give him a peck on the cheek. 

“You know, if I didn’t know you better I’d start worrying why you 

were kissing me all of a sudden,” Zac teases. “I take it you’re happy.” 

“No, I’m writhing in despair,” I say mockingly. 

“Well, in that case I guess I can’t take you to meet the jet. Sorry.” 

“Oh. Well, I am absolutely, brilliantly jubilant then.” I put on my 

best puppy-dog face. 

“Maybe we can make an exception, then.” He lifts me up and twirls 

me around in a circle, putting on a scrutinizing face. “Yes, I suppose 

you’re happy enough.” 

He looks at me thoughtfully. “So, are you going to tell her?” I don’t 

have to ask him to know what he means. 
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“You know,” I say. “I think I actually might.” And I might. After 

all I’ve been through, this isn’t such a big obstacle anymore. I think 

I’m gonna do it. I’m gonna tell my best friend I’m in love with her. 


